
  
    [image: Ena’s Surrender]
  


  
    
      Ena’s Surrender

    

    
      
        Madeline Martin

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2020 © Madeline Martin

      ENA’S SURRENDER © 2020 Madeline Martin. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part or the whole of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted or utilized (other than for reading by the intended reader) in ANY form (now known or hereafter invented) without prior written permission by the author. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal, and punishable by law. 

      

      ENA’S SURRENDER is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional and or are used fictitiously and solely the product of the author’s imagination. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, places, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      Cover Design by Teresa Spreckelmeyer @ The Midnight Muse Designs.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Madeline Martin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 1333

        Castleton, Scotland

      

      

      

      Ena Davidson gripped the horse’s reins with one hand and self-consciously tucked the other hand into her helm to ensure her long, dark hair hadn’t escaped.

      No one could know she was a woman, much less Bran Davidson’s sister.

      A village came into view in the distance with Kershopefoot Castle towering behind it. It was an audacious move to steal from the village on the outskirts of the English Middle March Warden’s home, but the food here was plentiful. And they were in sore need of food.

      Stealing wasn’t the ideal way to live. She knew that. They all knew that. But one’s conscience had never been located in one’s stomach. A growl from her empty belly emphasized the sentiment.

      Scents of village life reached out, beckoning them with the smoky fires and the tantalizing aroma of roasted dinners. Crispy skin that would crackle between her teeth, the succulent meat tender and juicy beneath. Ena’s mouth watered and the growl of hunger turned to a snarl.

      The unfairness of it burned inside her. The English supped on fresh meat while on the other side of the border, the Scots starved to death. But then, that was how it always was. The English stole from the Scottish. The rich took from the poor.

      Around her, the riders increased their speed, drawing them toward the enticing scents of food at a promising pace. Shadows of an overcast sky blanketed their movements, as if the night was on the side of the Scottish rather than the English. They made up a considerable force. At least three score.

      They were there for livestock, for food, and as always—for vengeance.

      The closer they came, the faster Ena’s heart pounded. This was what she had been waiting for. To do her own share of the reiving so the danger didn’t always fall on Bran’s shoulders alone. So that there would be enough food for him this time too.

      The first horses skirted the edges of the huts, making their way to where the cattle were penned. One of them was Bran’s horse, taking the lead. But then, he was always at the front, with an army of men willing to follow.

      Ena’s horse slipped silently between the still homes. The residents within all slept soundly, peasants lost in an exhausted slumber after a grueling day of working for their lord, their food long since eaten, even as those decadent smells hung in the air.

      She held back slightly and allowed several others to whip past her. There would be men guarding the cattle. Men who would have to die. She would sneak her way into a reiving to help steal, but she would not—could not—bring herself to witness a man being slain. Even an English one. Even after what they’d done to her. Even if it made her a coward.

      Instinctively, she touched a hand to her collarbone where the beginning of her scar marred the visible skin there. Except her fingers didn’t meet her warm flesh. They touched the thick fabric of her padded gambeson.

      She’d come here with purpose.

      It was time.

      She joined the others swiftly and ignored the dead men slumped in the shadows. Not that it ought to bother her. She ought to look at them with vengeful glee, to know the English had lost several more from their evil forces. She ought to, but she could not.

      Coward.

      She leapt from her horse on shaking legs, her hands trembling with excitement and anticipation and hunger. But not fear. She was well-trained and could handle herself. What’s more, she had been waiting for this moment for the last several years. Since a reiver had been allowed to have his wife accompany him on a raid.

      Where one woman had tread, others might follow. Hopefully with a less mortal outcome than that first attempt.

      The pathways between the homes within the village were shadowed in the absence of moonlight, but Ena’s eyes had adjusted well enough to make out the large structures of the huts, as well as their doors. It would be a quick thing to enter a cottage quietly and pad through the small space to find any food that had not yet been eaten. It wouldn’t be difficult to locate. Not when she was so hungry. She’d be able to find it simply by following the scent.

      But as swift and tempting as it was, the task would be too risky.

      The groan of straining ropes cut through the silence and several cattle lowed. In the scant light, Ena could make out the reivers rushing the cattle from their pen. Her pulse pounded at the victory. At how easy it had been.

      Her body hummed with unspent energy, charged to a purpose that had not been needed. It left her nerves tight, her muscles tense, every part of her on high alert.

      Movement in the shadows between the simple huts caught her attention. She snapped her attention in that direction, straining to see in the murky darkness. A glint flashed in the muted moonlight, but she knew only metal would gleam like that. Only a dagger or a sword, something with a blade.

      Without thought, she ran forward while drawing her dagger from its sheath. The man bellowed out a loud cry and a wave of soldiers and villagers rushed from between the huts—an entire army ready to attack.

      Ena reached the man the same time as the crash of weapons clanged behind her. She gritted her teeth and swiped her blade at his middle. He leapt back from her assault.

      She crouched lower to the ground, centering her slight weight to prepare her for attacking and defending alike. Her opponent roared and raced toward her, slamming into her. She was knocked from her feet and the ground slapped hard at her side. It wasn’t the first time she’d fallen in a fight.

      While those previous times had been practice, this one was real. And she didn’t doubt herself for a moment.

      Men were strong, but she was faster than lightning. She spun around, kicking her foot out and catching him behind the knees. He tumbled to the ground with her as an “oof” escaped his lips.

      Before he could register what had happened, he was on the ground with her and she was on him, straddling him, dagger pushed to his neck. Someone had set a fire in the distance and the red-orange light glowed on his face.

      He glared up at her with pale eyes, his straight teeth bared. An ugly Englishman.

      She tightened the grip on her dagger. A man like him had killed her mother. She pushed the blade more aggressively against the man’s tender neck, but he didn’t so much as flinch.

      Her eldest brother was only a boy when he’d been cut down. This was a man. An Englishman. One who would kill her—or worse—if he had the chance.

      Breath huffed in and out of her lungs. One firm drag of the blade over his throat and he would be dead. An Englishman who would no longer be able to hurt anyone else.

      Her blade rested on the vulnerable spot just under his sharp jaw. A single thrust would end his life.

      But this man was someone’s son. Once, he had been an innocent boy like Gregor had been, whose mother who had loved him the way Ena’s had loved them. With a father who had been proud of him the way Ena’s had been of Gregor.

      Tears stung her eyes.

      She couldn’t do it. She knew it and so too did the man beneath her blade.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Renault Blanchard had faced death countless times before. This instance was no different. He stared into the helm of the small man who pinned him down with an almost laughable weight. The bastard’s face was cast in darkness. Not that it mattered. All Scots were the same. It was why the Warden had enlisted him for the esteemed task of spying on the Scots.

      The man pressed the blade to Renault’s throat, but did nothing more. Was the whoreson trying to intimidate? If so, his efforts were as threatening as that of a child.

      His opponent’s hand trembled and Renault immediately understood. The man who had landed a quick blow to Renault’s legs, who had moved with speed faster than a blink, was a new warrior. One who had not yet killed.

      Renault was stronger than this youth. That much was apparent by the insignificant weight sitting atop Renault. But the imp was fast. It would be a gamble.

      And the odds were in Renault’s favor.

      In a single move, he slid his left forearm between his neck and the dagger, pushing it away. He shoved solidly at the man’s torso while thrusting his hips upward, rocking the Scot off in a graceless tumble. Renault leapt to his feet and tightened his grip on his sword.

      Where his inexperienced opponent had hesitated, Renault would act. This fight would end now.

      The man got to his feet, his head moving in a frantic search on the ground, his hands empty. Renault sighed.

      He wouldn’t kill an unarmed man, damn it.

      He kicked the lost dagger toward the Scot, who hastily retrieved his weapon and readied for another round of fighting.

      Renault lunged, but the reiver blocked the blow with his paltry dagger. A feint to the left and a jab, but the Scot managed to evade the attack once more.

      This was going to be tedious. Eager to be done with it all, Renault delivered a swift kick to the man’s abdomen and snapped his foot back before it could be grabbed, and his balance knocked again.

      The breath fled the Scot’s chest with a soft cry of surprise. Not the deep timbre of a man, but a softer pitched one. A boy? A woman?

      Regardless, Renault immediately lowered his blade. “Remove your helm.”

      The Scot glared at him. A flicker of firelight glowed off the helm and highlighted a pair of dark, long-lashed eyes.

      Shite.

      A woman.

      He made to go at her left side, then grabbed her right hand while she was distracted and twisted her wrist. Not enough to cause permanent injury, but enough to make her drop the dagger. It thunked to the wet dirt at their feet.

      She growled and tried to spin about to wrench her hand away.

      Renault held tight. “Remove your helm.”

      She pushed herself into him, grabbed his shoulders and jerked her knee upward. He shifted quickly so her blow landed at his hip instead of his groin. The feisty wench. He shoved her back against the wall of the hut nearest to them, his forearm at her throat.

      It stunned her long enough for him to pull the helm free. To confirm he’d been correct.

      The person glowering back at him was indeed a woman. Her black hair was bound, but loose tendrils curled around her face. She had full lips and finely arched brows.

      Were the circumstances different, he’d be asking her for a dance, or offering to buy her a mug of ale.

      How like the Scottish to send their women into a battle of men. Women were meant to be cared for, loved, cherished. They were too delicate for the likes of war.

      In one swift move, she caught his waist, holding him to her and thrust up with her knee. This time, he was too bloody slow and pain exploded through his nether regions. Thoughts fell away as his body collapsed to the ground, cradling his wounded member.

      “English shite,” she hissed. “I’ll kill ye.”

      Renault snatched up her dagger before she could reclaim it and straightened. Everything inside him blazed and his stomach heaved with the need to purge. He immediately doubled over once more; the dagger clutched in his grip.

      “Ena?” A man shouted from the distance, his tone rough with incredulity.

      The woman cursed low under her breath, her voice husky beneath the Scottish accent. “I should kill ye now.”

      Renault looked up at her, rising despite his injury. She hesitated, the same as she’d done earlier when she could have slain him.

      Instead, she swung her elbow at him, slamming the blow beneath his chin. Everything went black.

      When he awoke moments later with his helm knocked off and his face half-laying in the mud, the woman was gone. So too were the reivers.

      And, despite her threats and the real opportunity to end his life, he was still alive.
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      Ena had lost her dagger in England. The thought sat low in her belly like a weighted stone and mixed with the anxiety already roiling there. She rode at Bran’s side, trying not to look like a sullen bairn. But though she was the older of the two of them, she felt exactly like one. Chastened, ready for rebuke, knowing she’d done wrong.

      It shouldn’t be wrong for a woman to want to help. Men took all the risks; they faced the possibility of death every day and cut their rations to share with the women and children who’d done nothing to earn it. That was wrong.

      Bran cut a hard glare at her and despite her resolve, guilt pinched inside her chest. The lean months had hollowed out his cheeks, giving his face a fierce sharpness. She hated seeing him wasting away in front of her.

      His large frame had once been imposing with the bulk of his muscles. But over these last months, that strong physique had whittled down so much that she’d had to cut his belt shorter lest the end hang toward his knees.

      “We’re here.” Bran’s entirely unnecessary announcement was delivered in a terse voice.

      She’d seen the pele tower in the distance, most likely before he had. She’d tracked their progress with impending doom swelling like a storm in her chest. She was dreading this.

      She hopped from her horse but snatched the reins before Bran could have the opportunity to do so. His jaw tightened and she knew she’d added another log to the blaze of his ire.

      The man who took their horses caught sight of her without her helm. His eyes went wide, and he opened his mouth to speak.

      “Nay,” Bran said.

      The man pressed his lips together and quietly led the horses away. The silence left in his wake followed Ena and Bran into the small single room hut they shared. It was not unlike the one they’d lived in when they were children, before the attack that killed their mother and Gregor. Unlike the flimsy door that had let the English soldiers in then, Bran had procured one of thick, hearty wood with a solid piece of metal to secure it to the wall.

      The room inside was cold and gloomy with the fire pit at the center of their home long since extinguished. It was her job to ensure it remained lit, that the scant food they had was hot and ready for Bran’s return.

      He said nothing as he knelt by the tinder and struck the flint rocks together to get a spark. Their small tabby cat, Moggy, emerged from one of the beds and trotted to his side, rubbing her head against his hand while he worked. He stroked her once and continued his task. Within seconds, the fire crackled to life once more, filling the room with heat and light. Still he did not speak.

      The anxiety in Ena’s belly congealed and tightened until she could scarce draw breath. Why wouldn’t he just get it out?

      Instead, he tugged off his gambeson, lifted the top off the clay pot used to keep vermin out and took a hunk of the stale bread from within. He split it between them, giving her the larger of the pieces. When she didn’t take it, he sank down in front of the fire, his stare lost in the flames writhing dance as he held the pieces of bread, uneaten. Moggy flopped at his feet and studied him with her amber eyes, as though she too were trying to gauge his unusual mood.

      “I can’t stand this,” Ena said at last. “Watching ye starve, doing nothing about it, waiting helplessly when ye go on raids, wondering what injuries ye might have when ye return. If ye return.”

      A muscle in his jaw tensed.

      He’d always been so bloody stoic. Even when their mother and brother had died, even when Ena nearly perished alongside them. A year her junior and far too young to face the burden of caring for the dying, he had stayed by her side all those years ago. He’d risked himself to pilfer food from the surrounding homes; homes with their murdered neighbors rotting within.

      He’d done it for her. To save her when he could have saved himself.

      Ena snatched the pieces of bread from him and threw them back into the clay pot. “Say something,” she demanded.

      He swallowed, the action visible in the flex of his neck muscles, and his expression became intense with a look of determined concentration.

      She plopped onto the ground beside him, startling Moggy, who flicked her ears with irritation before sauntering off to sleep elsewhere.

      The heat of fire tingled at Ena’s chilled toes and fingers. “Yell at me,” she said vehemently. “Do it and be done. Tell me how foolish it was for me to go into battle. How I could have been killed. Do anything to end this silence going sour between us.”

      He looked at her finally then, his eyes alight with emotion. With…with tears.

      Her heart contracted.

      Her brother—who led scores of men into battle, who feared nothing, who stood against the greatest foes and came out victorious—studied her now, his eyes swimming with tears.

      “I could have lost ye, Ena.” His voice broke and he hung his head, putting his fingers to his eyes and pinching away the tears. “I saw that bastard fighting ye and I thought…” He shifted his attention from her to somewhere across the room and was quiet for a long moment. “Ye’re all I have left.”

      Whatever verbal lashing she had expected, dreaded, would have been far more welcome than this. The emotional onslaught cut her deeper than any retribution he could have exacted. She put her hand to her chest, but it did not stem the ache flowing within.

      “Bran.” She reached for his shoulder.

      He flinched from her, his eyes dry once more, his expression stern. This was the Bran she knew.

      “What ye did was foolish, Ena. Ye undermined my authority in front of my men and ye put yerself at risk.”

      A bit of blood seeped through his dingy linen sleeve.

      “Bran, ye’ve been injured.” She reached for it, but he pulled away again.

      “Aye, struck by an English bastard when I thought ye were going to be run through.” He stared sharply at her. “This is why I dinna want women going into battle with us. No’ because ye’re no’ strong, but because it keeps the men from focusing on their own fights out of fear for those they love.”

      Bran had been injured because he was distracted. Because of her.

      She curled her hand into a fist so her short nails bit into her palms. Even the man she’d fought against had let his weapon lower once she’d cried out in a voice that was distinctly feminine. He’d even taken care in disarming her with a move that had not left so much as a red mark upon her skin.

      My dagger. Irritation nipped at the back of her mind. She’d lost her bloody dagger.

      “I promised to keep ye safe,” Bran said, his tone softer. “I will always keep that promise.”

      “Ye were a lad,” Ena said through the tension in her throat. “We were both bairns.” She reached for his injured side once more. “Come, let me see to that.”

      He lifted his arm and held it aloft from her outstretched hand. “Dinna put yerself at risk again, aye?”

      She sighed, the heavy exhalation a mix of resignation and disappointment and hurt. “Aye.”

      But even as she said it, her heart was not behind the vow. Not while Bran was still at risk. How could she not do something to help?
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      Reiving was always a game of loss and recovery as much as it was about theft. Renault rode over the Scottish border under the cover of darkness with ten other Englishmen. It was likely all they’d need to reclaim some of their cattle as well as steal a few of the Scot’s livestock.

      Renault, however, would not be joining the reivers. Instead, he would be spying on the Scots for the English Middle March Warden. The Earl of Bothbury had personally assigned him with reporting details of the land, the number of residents, the weapons they kept.

      It was a task Renault had been handling for months with each border town in Scotland. He noted homes, castles, defenses, fortifications; whatever might be useful to Lord Bothbury.

      While the earl had not specifically promised to do so, Renault knew if he pleased the warden, he might one day be offered a coveted position as castle guard. Such a position would afford him the opportunity to live high up in the Kershopefoot Castle and wear the bold red livery that would proclaim him as one of the earl’s men.

      He recalled seeing those men when he’d been a lad—a scrap of a beggar on the street, a nobody so insignificant he was virtually invisible. Someone had commented on the soldiers when they passed, saying those men deserved respect for they were men of honor.

      That phrase had stuck in Renault’s mind. Men of honor. He’d been an orphan with nothing, whose dreams didn’t exist beyond the next day.

      Ever since that moment, he’d known he wanted to be one of the warden’s men. And now, for the first time in his life, he was so damn close.

      The clouds cleared away from the moon, leaving its satiny white glow to highlight the terrain in front of Renault and the ten English reivers. It was challenging to travel thus. They could see well enough, aye, but with no shadows to blend into, they were left exposed and at risk of being caught.

      Thus far, they had encountered no Scotsmen, which only confirmed Renault’s suspicion—the reivers were most likely on another raid in England. If they were fools enough to return to the same village, this time they would find an army waiting.

      The homes in Castleton were more scattered than those in Renault’s village and the heavy smoky scent of burning peat lingered in the air. Several pele towers dotted the landscape; one of them doubtlessly held the stolen cattle.

      The pele towers were admittedly a clever way of keeping livestock safe. A round stone building with small windows and only one barred entrance. A second floor with a removable ladder protected people from being slain in an attack. The pele towers could be breached, but not easily, and they were nearly impossible to burn. The fortifications were so ingenious that several villages in England had begun to copy the design. Renault had even gone so far as to suggest it to the Earl of Bothbury, who had taken it under careful consideration.

      The men around Renault broke away at the first tower, while he rode on through the quiet village. It was dangerous being on his own, but the hour was late, and most people would be asleep. He’d finished gathering what was needed, preparing to return back to England, when the bleat of a goat caught his attention.

      He stopped his horse and strained to listen. It came again, a lone warbling call. This time, he located the sound from behind the whitewashed wall of a stable.

      Renault had the information he’d set out to find, or at least how the simple huts were laid out in the village with a ready count and an estimation to the number of people who resided within. Might as well bring a fat goat with him in addition to the information.

      He followed the sound and found a heavy wooden door affixed to the stable. A swift push confirmed it was secured from within. Locks were too costly for these people. No doubt someone had latched it from inside.

      No matter, even that was easily navigated.

      He jumped up and caught his weight on the frame of the door. With one arm, he awkwardly patted the back of the door, found the latch and released it. The door swung open with him still attached.

      “Stealing this goat might be the verra thing that gets ye killed.” A woman’s voice broke the silence.

      He dropped from the door and spun around, dagger in hand.

      “Is that my dagger?” the woman cried indignantly.

      He looked up and found the dark-haired woman from the previous night standing in front of him. Ena. Only this time, she wasn’t draped in a shapeless gambeson and her hair wasn’t bound away from her face. Nay, it fell down her back like a cloak of black silk, sweet waves so glossy, it made his fingers long to skim over such lovely tresses.

      Her eyes flashed at him, long lashed and passionate. She wore only a simple nightdress, a white shift that caught the moonlight behind her and limned the shape of her body in a sensual shadow. Narrow waist, slender thighs, flared hips, full breasts.

      God’s teeth.

      “Get yer eyes back in yer skull before I pluck them out.” She put her hands on her hips. “And give me back my bloody dagger.”

      She stood before him with her vengeful beauty, a mischievous fairy who had blended the loveliness of a woman with the strength of a warrior for an intoxicating blend of temptation unlike anything Renault had ever before known.

      “Tell me your name.” He already knew it. He’d heard the man call out to her. Her husband?

      He hoped not.

      “When I see ye in hell, I’ll share it with ye.” She held out her hand.

      “Are you married?” he pressed.

      She scoffed and extended her outstretched hand closer to him.

      He eyed the saucy minx. “If I give this dagger to you, you’ll kill me.”

      “If ye keep it, I’ll kill ye to get it back.” She shrugged. “Either way, it willna bode well for ye.”

      He slipped it into his belt, securing the blade in a sheath, and reached for the lead on the goat. If he’d been hoping for a fat beast to deliver to his people, he was wrong. The scrawny thing would barely feed a child. He doubted it even gave milk anymore.

      He pulled at the lead and the goat strode forward on spindly legs, revealing a tabby cat snoozing lazily in a corner of the small stable.

      The unarmed woman in her underclothes took a step closer, casting her completely in the silvery glow of moonlight and revealing creamy skin and a generous, rosy mouth. “Leave Maribel be.”

      Maribel?

      “After all the cattle you helped to steal?” He tsked. “Looks as though you should have killed me when you had the chance.”

      Her cheeks flushed with color. “I shouldna have hesitated. I should have killed ye the way ye murder the Scottish, without mercy, filled with blinding hatred.”

      “And you think the Scots are different?” He chuckled and strode around her with the goat.

      “I’m warning ye now to leave Maribel be.” Her voice was laced with the threat. One he would not be heeding.

      Which was why the punch to his head should have been expected.
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      Ena was a fighter and always had been–back all those years ago when death threatened to claim her and starvation plucked at her mortality. Now was no different, when she had nothing more than her fists and spirit to defend poor Maribel.

      The Englishman shook off her blow. Strong. Determined. Usually those were traits she respected in a man. Except that no Englishman would ever be respectable in her eyes.

      She reached for Maribel’s lead, but he drew it away from her.

      “Damn ye.” She lashed out at him once more.

      Once more, he evaded her blow. She’d knocked him down the night before. She could do so again, then grab Maribel’s lead and bring her into the hut, locking them both securely inside. Moggy hadn’t been a bit of help, the lazy beast. To think Ena had been the one to beg Bran to keep her when she was a bony kitten nearly frozen to death.

      “My name’s Renault, in case you wished to know.” He grinned at her, as if they were at a festival rather than fighting over a goat.

      Ena swept her leg toward his. He sidestepped quickly.

      “You can’t get me with the same trick twice.” He laughed in a way that was more entertained than threatened by her.

      Little did he know, he’d played right into her hand. She shoved with him so much force that he staggered back, right into Maribel’s lead, which he held taut. In the end, he tripped himself.

      Ena clambered over the top of him and grabbed the rope holding Maribel from his hand. She threw it out of his reach. “Run, Maribel,” she cried.

      The goat blinked, lowered her head to the close-cropped grass and nipped at the tender blades.

      Renault flipped Ena over in that brief blink of an eye, pinning her to the cold, dewy ground with the weight of his body. The scent of leather and horses clung to him and mingled with the damp earth.

      He framed her slender arms with his large hands so she could not struggle. “I won’t fight you,” he said.

      “Ye’ll rape me instead?” She glared up at him, steeling herself for what would come next. She’d heard enough stories, seen enough victims, to know what Englishmen did to women they trapped.

      “Nay.” He pulled back slightly, not enough for her to escape, unfortunately. “I would not so much as kiss you unless you wished me to.”

      “I willna ever wish ye to.”

      His hands were firm as they held her in place, but not painful. The heat of his body seeped through his clothes and her thin sark, offsetting the chill of the ground.

      “I’m sure you’ll change your mind.” He winked at her. Actually winked at her.

      Were her hands not pinned down, she would have slapped him across his fine-featured face. She hated his congenial, flirtatious demeanor, as if they were friends rather than enemies. And he was her enemy. Every Englishman was.

      “I assure ye, I never will,” she vowed. “And the next time I see ye, I will kill ye.”

      He gazed down at her, studying her face with an intimate closeness she didn’t care for. His breath held a spicy scent that wasn’t unpleasant and there was a softness to his gaze she didn’t want to find intriguing.

      “You’ll change your mind,” he said, cocksure of himself. “Even after I steal your goat.”

      His hand fumbled at his belt and her heart stopped mid-beat. He had lied. He did mean to rape her.

      In that fraction of an instant where she remained frozen in place by fear, he could have taken her. But it was not her body he wanted. Instead, he lifted her dagger high into the air and brought it down swiftly.

      She tensed and waited for the bolt of pain to tear through her. He leapt off her and grasped Maribel’s lead where it lay next to her hoof as she grazed.

      He offered Ena a courtly bow. “Until next time, my beauty.” With that, he ran off at an easy gait with Maribel cantering after him, mouth still grinding at a bit of grass.

      Ena tried to push up, but something caught at her sark, keeping her in place. A glance at her hips confirmed the dagger had not pierced her body at all but the blade had instead plunged into the earth, pinning her garment to the ground.

      With a growl of anger, she grasped the hilt and yanked it from the dirt, freeing herself. She scrambled upright and dashed after him, ignoring the rocks and thistles jabbing at the soles of her feet.

      But she wasn’t quick enough. He reached his horse some feet away, leapt deftly into the saddle and took off at a gallop Maribel was somehow able to match. Running to her own death.

      The small goat made milk, but only barely. Not enough to placate an Englishman, no doubt. She would be good for little more than roasting. The image of Maribel skewered on a spit flashed in Ena’s mind and made her legs pump more vigorously over the ground.

      “They’ll kill her,” Ena cried out with the last gasp of her breath.

      The Englishman didn’t even slow.

      Angry tears blurred her vision, but she continued to run despite the futility. She kept on until her muscles quivered with exhaustion and the horse slipped away in the growing distance.

      Defeated, she sagged to a stop and limped her way back to the cottage, the pain of her feet dwarfed only by the ache of losing Maribel.

      Once home, she closed the empty pen from within, drew a sleep-warm Moggy into her arms and entered the hut through the door connecting to the stable. There, she tended to her injured feet and made sure the fire did not go out. Despite her best efforts to remain strong, tears continued to well in her eyes at the ache of her loss. Even Moggy seemed to understand Ena’s hurt and stayed in her lap for the entire night, a fuzzy ball of body heat and comfort.

      Bran did not come home until the sun had risen on the next day. Ena regarded him from where she sat by the fire with Moggy in her lap, noting the exhaustion bruising the skin under his eyes. She had to tell him about Maribel. And she hated herself for it. For her failure. A knot of emotion lodged itself stubbornly in her throat.

      “Bran, I…” She shook her head. She’d practiced all night how to tell him about Maribel without crying, without confessing her encounter with the Englishman.

      Renault.

      “It’s about Maribel,” she said miserably.

      He gave a weary nod. “Ye let her out of her pen. Aye, I know.”

      “She didn’t escape, she…”

      He chuckled and ruffled Ena’s hair affectionately. “That little beast would never willingly leave yer side. She’s waiting for ye by the door.”

      Ena started. Maribel had returned? When? How?

      Ena bit back her questions and sliced off for Bran a bit of precious smoked ham she’d found at the market the day before. While he ate and readied to sleep a bit before starting his day, she slipped out of the hut. Maribel was exactly where Bran had stated—beside the front door.

      The goat lifted her amber eyes to Ena, soft with adoration, jaw working at a juicy wad of grass. Ena opened her mouth, but there was no point in speaking, in asking why Renault had returned the goat to her.

      “Maribel,” she whispered.

      The goat bleated back and nudged her velvety nose against Ena’s hand. Through some miracle, Maribel was back home.
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      It was risky going to Scotland in the light of day. But then, with the way the border between England and Scotland blurred and English and Scottish alike got stuck on opposing sides, Renault would not stand out as sorely as he would deeper into Scotland.

      Experience had taught him as much.

      He strode through the market, ignoring the cries of the vendors around him: woolen cloth to protect one from the weather, nails from a beady-eyed man who claimed they would resist bending, alewives with their watered-down ale. None of it interested Renault. He’d learned a long time ago to set aside creature comforts and focus on a specific task.

      And right now, that meant tallying the number of residents who attended market day. How many men, women and children in total and how many appeared to be armed.

      Attending the market was no more dangerous than going to Ena’s hut the night before to return the goat. He hadn’t intended to do so, not until her last desperate cry that her pet would be killed. Ena wasn’t wrong. In the end, he couldn’t bring himself to allow her goat to be sacrificed, especially as thin as the poor beast was.

      If he were being honest, he’d admit he hoped to gain favor with the lovely Scottish warrior. He’d never had difficulty melting women with his charm. Until Ena.

      Even as he strode through the market, several women smiled at him in appreciative notice. One had even been so brazen as to wink at him.

      As if she had been summoned from his thoughts, she appeared on the other side of the market street. Her gown was a dun homespun cloth that hung around her frame and her hair was bound back in a simple braid. She held a basket on her forearm as she made her way down a line of vendor’s stalls.

      Renault slipped behind a booth and watched as she purchased a small bit of salted venison and a loaf of crusty bread. She passed near the booth by him and hesitated. Renault froze, thinking she had recognized him. He expected her to shout out his presence to all.

      Except that it was not him she was looking at, but the vendor’s wares. Flaky crusted meat pies were laid out in a tempting tower on a board. She paused and gazed at the top pie, her eyes bright with apparent longing. Tendrils had come loose from her braid, pulled free by the wind, and framed her face.

      “Would ye care to buy a pasty, miss?” the vendor asked.

      Ena leapt slightly, as if interrupted from her thoughts and lifted her large, doe-like brown eyes on the vendor. Her cheeks colored and she shook her head before moving on, but not before taking one last look at the pasty and swallowing.

      She had wanted it, that much was clear. Given how her gown hung loose around her and how empty her basket remained in a market full of such fare, it was easy to see she could not afford the luxury.

      Renault, however, could. He was by no means a rich man, but he supported himself well. Enough to afford a meat pie for a beautiful woman.

      He paid from the purse of coins he’d received the day before from the Earl of Bothbury for his efforts of spying on the Scottish West March earlier that month.

      The pasty was hot in his hands and its savory scent promised a center filled with herb-flavored meat and hearty gravy. Maybe even some vegetables as well. Purchase in hand, he followed Ena’s path to where she stood by a grain stand.

      He extended the pie toward her. “My lady.”

      She saw the meat pasty and sucked in a breath, her longing evident. “I dinna purchase—” Her gaze shifted to him and her face hardened. “What are ye doing here?”

      “Buying you something you wanted.” He lifted the gift closer to her.

      She stared for a long time, a silent war playing out in her mind. “I dinna want it.” She spun on her heel and strode away from him.

      He raced after her, darting this way and that to avoid people in the crowd. “I trust Maribel is well?”

      She studied him from the corner of her eye as he caught up with her.

      “I could tell she meant a lot to you,” Renault said.

      Ena pressed her lips together and sighed. “Thank ye for returning her, though ye shouldna have taken her in the first place.”

      “You did help steal a considerable head of cattle…”

      “Ye do the same to us,” she countered. “Ye dine on fine food, with enough coin to buy a meat pie. Ye’ve no idea what it’s like to starve for want of food.”

      Renault smirked. “I think you’d be surprised.”

      She scoffed.

      “Why do you dislike me so?” he asked.

      “Because ye’re English.” She said the last word like it tasted foul in her mouth.

      “I’m a man like any other. One who has found a woman immensely attractive and appealing.” He gave her his most charming grin.

      A woman on the other end of the street smiled back at him. Ena did not.

      “I know what ye’re capable of,” she hissed.

      “Buying you a treat?” He winked and lifted the gift back into her line of sight.

      She didn’t even look at it this time.

      “Think of it as a present in honor of Saint Valentine.” He extended it toward her.

      She lifted her brow.

      He shrugged. “I heard a troubadour speak of it once. ’Tis in February, I believe. A day of love and attraction, where a man bestows gifts upon his lady of choice.” He bowed. “You are my lady of choice.”

      Her braid had fallen over one shoulder and she tossed it back. “I dinna think ye make good choices.”

      He continued to remain at her side as she left the busyness of the market to where the streets became wider.

      “Why are ye here?” she demanded.

      “I was hoping to see you.” He smiled at her. It was a partial truth. He had hoped he might see her while spying on the village.

      The streets gave way to the grassy terrain where the huts dotted the landscape like lazy sheep spread beneath the sprawling blue sky.

      “I dinna like the English,” she said vehemently. “That willna change. And I’ll no’ ever like ye, so ye can stop this foolish quest for my attention.”

      Renault hesitated.

      She was correct. It was a foolish quest. And he was no fool.

      He knew why he was spying on the Scottish Middle March for the earl. Lord Bothbury did not hide his intentions. Ena would be more than a distraction when war erupted from the information Renault shared.

      She would be a complication, one that could jeopardize everything he’d been working so ardently to achieve.

      She glared at him and opened her mouth when a shrill cry cut the air. Renault snapped his attention to the right, in the direction of the scream. Fire danced a wicked jig over the thatch roof and plumes of black smoke curled up into the sky. He shoved the pie toward a shocked Ena and this time she silently accepted it.

      Without another thought, Renault raced toward the burning house and the shrieks within.
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      Ena held the meat pie in her hands, barely registering the heat that bled into her fingers and palms. Renault ran at a quick pace and did not hesitate as he plunged into the flame-filled home. The thatch roof burned quickly and collapsed inward in great gaps in several areas.

      The greedy fire licked down the walls—a simple wattle and daub construction of interwoven twigs overlaid with mud and whitewash, all dry and quickly devoured. The acrid odor of smoke reached Ena and billowed with vigor, filling the air with its destruction. Renault did not emerge from the hut. The screams within had ceased.

      Tension locked around Ena’s chest. She took several steps toward the engulfed hut.

      Suddenly, a figure emerged, a woman with a small child clutched in her arms. But not Renault.

      Ena tried to liberate the breath she held in her lungs. She shouldn’t care. Renault was simply some bloody fool Englishman that ran stupidly into the fire. The angry, bitter voice of her youth demanded that he deserved to die. As all Englishmen did.

      Except that he had run in to help others, regardless of them being English or Scottish. He simply went to their aid.

      Ena’s breath gasped from her and the grip around her heart squeezed tighter. Where was he? She moved forward without thought, her feet bringing her closer to the flaming cottage.

      The woman’s cries wailed louder as she paced in front of the open door of the hut, her clothes dirty with ash. Ena was running now, her legs shaky with urgency, that damn pie still held in her hands.

      Renault burst through the open doorway, the limp form of a child in his arms.

      The woman screamed and ran to him, but he kept pushing forward, forcing her to get farther from the hut. Only then did he kneel and carefully settle the child onto the soft grass. Her eyes were closed; her blonde hair blackened with soot.

      Her mother collapsed at the girl’s side, the child in her arms wailing in protest. “My lass,” she sobbed. “My sweet lass.”

      “Give her room,” Renault cautioned. “She needs to breathe.”

      The mother drew back, anxiously fixated on her child. After only a moment, the little girl coughed, then began choking and sputtering in earnest.

      A roar filled the air, crackling and snapping and overwhelming the sounds of the girl gasping for breath. The cottage that Renault had forced the woman to run from had collapsed in on itself.

      Renault had saved them.

      In wordless wonder, Ena stared down at him, this Englishman who had risked his life to save a family of Scots. He had shown his enemy kindness and bravery. He was everything she had never expected from an Englishman.

      The woman had recently relocated from north of the Scottish West March. But before she could say her name or explain what had happened, riders appeared in the distance. The reivers were returning from their raid the night before. A late arrival that had left Ena anxious for the better part of the day.

      She shoved the pie into Renault’s hands this time. “Go into Maribel’s pen. I’ll be there in a moment. And dinna make a sound.”

      Renault accepted the pasty before quickly slipping away toward Maribel’s stable. As he departed, the severity of what Ena had done crashed down on her.

      She was hiding their enemy from Bran.

      The woman’s husband was among the returning reivers and quickly set to the task of seeing to his family. They had a cousin located nearby who would allow them to stay with him while their home was rebuilt. Ena noticed the woman had pointedly refrained from mentioning Renault’s involvement, and for that, Ena was grateful.

      “Soldiers were waiting for us,” Bran said as he walked with Ena toward their hut. “We assumed they would be, but the forces were greater than anticipated. We had to hide for the better part of the night and well into morning before we could return but managed to keep from losing any men. We’ve a plan for next time though.”

      Ena followed him into their cottage and prepared the bit of venison and bread for him while he stripped off his boots. Even as she listened to the story of how they were all nearly killed and what measures they would take next time, she could not stop her mind from wandering to where Renault was hiding on the other side of the wall.

      Their enemy.

      A man who would have been among those ready to kill Bran and his men.

      A man who had saved a Scottish family.

      A man who somehow managed to divide her heart and make her question her own beliefs.

      “Are ye well, Ena?” Bran asked.

      She gave her head a little shake to clear her thoughts. “Aye, forgive me. I was thinking of that poor woman.”

      “’Tis a miracle they all survived, especially with a log falling onto the lass as it did,” Bran said.

      Ena nodded.

      A miracle, indeed.

      Bran quickly ate the bread and venison—so tired, he did not even make mention of the extraordinarily large portion she cut for him. Within minutes, he laid out on his pallet and was deep asleep with Moggy stretched out against his side, purring in contentment.

      Ena waited several minutes, clattering about as she cleaned up the dirty dishes. He did not stir. Even when the metal pot clanged to the ground.

      Only then did she open the side door connecting the stable to the hut.

      Renault glanced up at her, his eyes pale blue against his soot-covered face. He grinned and his teeth gleamed brilliantly white.

      She chuckled in spite of herself. “Ye look ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous…ly handsome?” He waggled his brows.

      She rolled her eyes and shook her head but could not stop the smile from spreading over her lips. She handed him a cloth. “Maribel willna mind if ye use some of her water.”

      Renault bowed to the goat. “Thank you kindly, Maribel.”

      The goat stared blankly at him.

      He handed the pie back to Ena. “Mayhap this time you’ll keep it?” With that, he set to cleaning off his face and hands.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to decline, to say she had never wanted it in the first place. But that would be a lie. She had been desperate for the pasty from the moment she caught its rich scent hovering under the usual odors of the market.

      “Share it with me,” she found herself saying.

      Before he could protest, she broke it in half.

      He set aside the blackened linen he’d used to clean his face and reached for the smaller piece. His hasty washing had gotten most of the soot, but left some streaked across his forehead, his hairline damp.

      He sank down to the ground and rested his back on the wall of the hut, then raised his piece of the pie toward her in a silent toast.

      She settled beside him and together they bit into their treat. Though the meat pie had long since gone cold, it was still the most decadent thing she’d eaten in months. There was a brininess to the gravy that mingled with the herbs and tender meat, the crust still flaky enough to practically fall apart as she neared the end of her share.

      “Why did ye do it?” she asked. “Save those people. Ye could’ve died. Are the Scots no’ yer enemy?”

      “They needed help.” He lifted his shoulder. “As was pointed out earlier, I don’t always make good choices.”

      Ena lowered her head, considering her next words even as she spoke them. “Mayhap yer choices are better than I realized.”

      “Oh?”

      She looked up at him and found him studying her.

      “Would that be all my choices?” he asked. “Even my interest in you?”

      He had such vividly blue eyes that they reminded her of the sky on a clear summer day, with a brilliant sun lighting the world like a gem. She shouldn’t like the way he watched her. She shouldn’t let the flutters in her stomach tickle up through her chest. She shouldn’t want to kiss him.

      “Ye’re my enemy,” she whispered. “And I’m yers.”

      He lifted his hand to her face, framing her chin in his strong fingers. “I know,” he murmured. “But I can’t help wanting to kiss you.”

      “Ena,” she said softly.

      He smiled. “I want to kiss you, Ena.”

      She closed her eyes and angled her face toward him in a silent agreement she knew he would not mistake.
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      Renault touched the bottom of Ena’s chin with his fingertips and guided his mouth to hers. Her lips were lush beneath his, full and sensual. It was a gentle kiss, a light meeting of their mouths with tentative curiosity, concealing a burning attraction. At least on his part.

      His body nearly trembled with excitement, with the victory of finally having broken through her shield. He would do nothing to have her raise it again. Not when her glares had softened into something akin to longing.

      He cupped his hand to her cheek and tilted his head to the side, lightly sweeping his tongue against her bottom lip. She continued to kiss him and answered the silent, careful request with a graze of her own tongue over his mouth. He pressed his thumb against her chin, easing her lips apart with light pressure.

      His free hand curled around her waist, slowly drawing her closer to him as he deepened the kiss. At the moment their tongues connected, Ena gave a gasp of surprise.

      Renault shifted back, lowering his hand. “Have you never been kissed, Ena?”

      Her cheeks flushed and she shifted her eyes from him. Answer enough. No man had kissed her before him. No man had touched her.

      Renault hesitated to reach for her again. He’d never debauched a maiden and had no plans to do so now.

      “Did I do it wrong?” Her deep brown stare fixed on him, lashes impossibly long and lovely. There was an uncertainty there that had been absent in their previous encounters, something delicate and vulnerable.

      It was a beautiful balance, the genuine kindness within her and the hard-edged ability to care for herself. It made her unique and altogether extraordinary.

      “You’ve done everything right.” A deep desire within him wanted to pull her toward him once more and kiss her until they were both panting for breath. But he wouldn’t do that to a maiden. Not to her.

      “I should be on my way before your brother wakes,” he said.

      “Aye, of course.” Ena pushed up to standing. “Thank ye for Maribel, and for saving that family. And for the meat pie.”

      “Thank you for saving me from your brother.” He took her hand in his, bowed over it and gently pressed his mouth to it.

      When he straightened, he found her watching him with tension pinching at her brows.

      “Next time we meet, we must be enemies once more.”

      It was true, he knew, though he didn’t want it to be.

      Her cheeks still held a pretty rosiness to them, as did her lips. He should walk away at that moment. Walk away and never look back. After all, he had to return to Lord Bothbury to report what he’d seen today. And what he’d heard.

      The walls of the hut were thin and offered little barrier from Bran’s detailed account of the plan for the Scottish reiver’s next attack.

      The knowledge Renault now possessed churned in his gut. Such information could save English lives, but at the expense of many Scottish ones. Suddenly, he didn’t want to return to England and fulfill his mission to Bothbury. He wanted to remain in Scotland, in a pen beside a cottage with a goat who had fallen asleep tucked in a corner and a woman whose resolve had finally begun to unfurl into something amazing.

      “Dinna look at me like that,” Ena said.

      He stepped closer to her, drawn in by her beauty and strength and innocence. “Like what?”

      “Like ye dinna want to leave.”

      He took her face in his hands and closed the distance between them. “I don’t want to. Nor do I want to be your enemy.”

      She searched his eyes. “Renault.”

      Renault.

      It was the first time she’d said his name. She had remembered it. And oh, how sweet it sounded burred in her husky voice.

      “Ena.” Though he’d said her name before, he could not stop relishing it, savoring being given leave to finally use it.

      He could say no more, not with her so close. Instead, he lowered his mouth to hers once more. What had been meant to be tender with affection quickly escalated into hungry desperation. And all it had taken was the brazen swipe of her tongue over his. Brave and fierce. Like her.

      He groaned and pressed his body to the softness of hers. She moaned; the sound muted beneath mouths. The kisses became deeper, more frantic.

      His cock throbbed with desire and strained at his breeches. His blood roared in his ears.

      He ran his hands down her slender neck, skimming the sides of her breasts and resting at her slim waist. He wanted to let his touch continue to roam over all of her. And yet he knew if he did, he would not wish to stop.

      Ena arched against him, flexing her hips against the force of his erection. The nudge of their pelvises together made chills race over his skin and his nerves tingled with awareness. She smelled of flowers and hay and sunshine, an unexpectedly intoxicating blend that he wanted to lose himself in.

      He trailed kisses down her chin, her silky neck, to the sensual hollow of her throat. He brushed aside the sleeve of her gown, exposing her shoulder. A thick rope of a scar showed silvery white against her skin and twisted down into her neckline. It was so vicious that it made him draw short.

      “Stop.” Ena jerked her sleeve up and held her fist over her clothing. The motion was protective. Defensive.

      He immediately dropped his hands from her. “Ena—”

      She turned her face away, but not before he saw the tears gleaming in her eyes. “Ye need to leave.”

      “Ena, forgive me, I—”

      “Bran will wake soon.” She unlatched the door to the stall with her free hand. “Leave.” Her watery gaze landed everywhere but on him. “Please.”

      He’d had it in his mind to protest, but the depth of her hurt was too unexpected. He would not question what had happened to her. Not until she was ready to share. But there was one question he had to ask, even though he already knew her response. And dreaded the answer he would get.

      He hesitated in front of the open door. “Is that why you hate the English?”

      Her eyes settled on his, blazing with powerful emotion. “One of the many reasons.”

      He wanted to reach out to her, to pull her into his arms and cradle her pain away. However, she had her dagger at her belt, and it would more likely end up in his side than she would be comforted by his presence.

      “I’m not like that,” he said softly.

      In response, she merely looked down at her feet, severing his ability to read her lovely, expressive eyes. He didn’t need to see her to know what it meant: she truly wanted him to leave.

      But he would see her again. He would learn who had done that to her. Why they had done that to her. And he would prove he wasn’t like them. That he was safe.

      Except that he wasn’t safe.

      He was no fool. He knew why he’d been sent to spy on Castleton. And any report he gave to the Earl of Bothbury would go against everything he wanted to prove to Ena.

      In the pit of his stomach, he knew the truth he didn’t want to admit to himself: it was best to let her go and to never see her again.

      She was right. They were enemies and would always be enemies.
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      Bothbury was waiting for Renault upon his return to England. The earl sat upon the dais that had only months ago belonged to his aged father. At only two and twenty, the youngest of all the March Wardens, the earl had strong ideas for how he might shape his future.

      Renault had six years on the man, enough time to realize the earl’s dreams were overreaching and dangerous. However, even as Renault understood this, he also knew the Earl of Bothbury was the only one who could make him a castle guard.

      The earl beckoned Renault toward him and bade him speak of what he found in Castleton. Renault dutifully shared the count of men he saw, a number dwarfed by the scores of women and children.

      “I believe many of them to be underfed,” Renault continued. “And the women and children did not appear to be armed.”

      Bothbury tilted his head to indicate a lack of concern. “That you saw.”

      Renault gave a single nod and stifled his doubt. Ena was armed, that much he knew. But then, he was aware she was not a typical woman. Ladies did not ride into raids in gambesons and helms or fight like men.

      There were rumors about the Earl of Werrick, the English West March Warden, and the five daughters living on the border with him. It was said they’d been trained to fight like warriors in order to keep them safe in such a dangerous location. He’d personally never met such a woman.

      Not until Ena. He would have thought a warrior woman would be impenetrable, with an exterior thick as ice on a loch and just as smooth.

      But Ena was vulnerable. He’d seen it in the fear in her eyes when he returned from the burning house, in the brilliance of her hurt when he happened upon her scar. He’d especially sensed it in how she’d softened when he kissed her.

      “Is there anything else you’d like to report?” The earl steepled his fingertips together. “Anything that might aid us, mayhap something unusual you saw, or overheard?”

      Renault thought back to what he’d learned from Bran while hiding in Maribel’s stable.

      “Nay.” As soon as the lie escaped Renault’s mouth, a pinch of guilt nipped at his conscience. He had spent his life begging, thieving and spying to stay alive. But in the face of his own ambition, when his own countryman’s lives could be at stake, he could not bring himself to share what he had gleaned from Ena’s home.

      If he had divulged such information, he would have to confess to being in Ena’s stable and that would be frowned upon. Or so he told himself.

      Even as he was dismissed from the great hall of Kershopefoot Castle and he passed through the high curtain walls, he knew his justification to be yet another lie. He could easily have evaded questions about how he overheard the news.

      In truth, his silence had everything to do with Ena.

      The woman he shouldn’t see again and yet could not purge from his thoughts. He’d lowered her defenses earlier that day, peeling away her calloused shell to expose a tenderness that made him want to cradle her to his heart.

      Renault had only just entered the village when someone slapped him on the back, knocking his attention back to the present. “Did you get the information you needed?”

      He turned to find Walter, the only friend he’d had since boyhood when they were both orphans abandoned like refuse on the streets, grinning at him. Walter had been one of the men who had gone into Scotland with him to retrieve the lost livestock and knew well of Renault’s true purpose and ambitions.

      Renault recovered quickly, as he always did. “Aye, thank you for the distraction.” He winked at his friend. “Did you retrieve the stolen cattle?”

      “Aye, nearly all of them.” Walter buffed his nails on his tunic. “’Twas almost too easy.”

      “Because you’re that damn good.”

      “Probably.” Walter chuckled, revealing a chipped eyetooth. “I heard Lord Bothbury was speaking of you to his Captain of the Guard.”

      Renault didn’t dare respond to such a claim. Hope flickered to life inside his chest, a dwindling, pathetic wisp of a flame he had fought these last six months to keep lit.

      He was too old for dreams. Especially when reality had always been so harsh.

      Walter filled the silence, as Renault had hoped he would. “We’re going on a raid tonight to see if we can retaliate. Mayhap take a few horses, stir up a bit of trouble.” He waggled his brows.

      The sinking sun indicated the time to be late afternoon. Preparations would already be finalized for the raid. Renault inhaled, drawing in the usual smells of the village: smoke from fire pits, roasting food, baking bread and rot.

      “Have I been included in the raid?” Renault asked.

      Walter shrugged his large, square shoulders. “I’m not certain, but that doesn’t mean you can’t join us. I’m sure your eagerness will be noted.”

      Renault nodded. He knew it would be. His presence during the raid would also allow him to ensure Ena stayed safe. Men sometimes became overwhelmed with blood lust. The heat of battle was an intoxicating elixir for some, and all too quickly led to the burning of homes and the taking of women.

      Renault had never been such a man and did not condone such behavior, but he was not their leader. Not yet.

      Even with his lack of power, he knew his presence could help keep Ena safe.

      “Thank you, Walter,” he said.

      “Be ready at midnight.” His friend clasped forearms with him and made his way to the village center, no doubt to have a few ales before their departure in several hours.

      Renault turned around to return to the castle, to inform the Captain of the Guard he’d be joining them. As he did so, he tried pointedly to ignore the pull of longing in him to see Ena once more.

      He would go to her only if she were in danger. Otherwise, he would stay away. They were enemies. It would do them both well to remain that way.

      But heaven help the man who might intend her harm.
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      The thunder of hoofbeats over soft earth made Ena’s eyes fly open, waking her from a deep sleep. Her heart knocked about inside her chest and she strained into the silence of the cottage to listen for anything beyond.

      There it was—the discordant rumble of hooves racing over soil. Was it Bran and his men returning?

      She pulled the dagger from beneath her pillow and slid out of bed. The energy racing through her body left her legs and hands shaking. Moggy didn’t even budge from where she’d been curled up against the warmth of Ena’s side, as the cat clearly saw Ena as a serviceable substitute until Bran’s return.

      Ena focused on the racing hooves. If Bran and his men had returned, they wouldn’t be running their horses so hard. Which meant it could be the English.

      If that was the case, too many Scotsmen wouldn’t be here to protect their homes.  Ena strained to listen for the sound of screams in the distance. But then, they didn’t build their cottages close together at the outskirts of town. While it kept fires and vermin from spreading, it also muted any calls for help.

      A solid thump came from the main door of the cottage. She gave a jump of surprise and squeezed her mouth shut to keep a cry from escaping her lips.

      Her breath came fast, huffing from her chest with an effort that left her lips tingling.

      Something heavy slammed into the door. It held, but the frame shifted slightly in the wattle and daub wall. The door might be well-made, but their home was built of twigs and mud, the same as all the others. Easily broken, which made it far too dangerous.

      She wanted to be brave. She wanted to fling open the door and thrust her dagger into the waiting body on the other side. Except that her pulse roared in her ears and every muscle in her body was locked with fear.

      She was no longer the strong woman who had learned to defend herself. She was the scared girl from twenty years ago who had hidden under the table in a moment of absolute panic while English soldiers kicked in their flimsy door.

      Fear had her in its powerful grasp. It fed her memories of death and blood and suffering until she couldn’t move. Couldn’t scream. All she could do was clutch her dagger and gasp for breath.

      The powerful thunk came from the door once more. Again, the doorframe shifted, this time a fine dusting of the whitewash flecked over the floor.

      Ena put her free hand over her mouth to squelch a scream. She wanted to close her eyes; pretend she was somewhere else. She didn’t want to be here. Anywhere but here.

      She couldn’t endure that horror again.

      Another shove against the door. The frame tore away from the wall and left a gap of brittle twigs, exposed like a fresh wound. The next strike would push the door through the wall.

      She should hide. She should run. She should attack. She should do anything but stand there.

      But she did nothing, rooted into place by nightmares, by memories of how her neighbor’s screams had been cut short by blades. And how her own family had been slain before her very eyes.

      Her breath huffed against her hot palm as she struggled to get enough air. A softer thunk sounded against the door. Nothing that threatened to break it down, but different, followed by the whump of something heavy falling to the ground outside the door.

      Ena stood by her bed, her muscles clenched to the point of aching, blood icing over in her veins, ears straining for any detection of sound. A door creaked open. The one leading to Maribel’s pen. The realization propelled her into action.

      She ran across the room with her dagger gripped in her fist and shoved through the door connected to Maribel’s little stable. A man hunkered down by the unlatched door, his attention fixed outside.

      But Ena didn’t question why he wasn’t taking her goat, nor what he was doing there. No, she lunged at him with her weapon drawn, fully prepared to strike him dead.

      He moved in the shadows like a nightmare, his movements swift and strong. The assuredness of a warrior.

      “Ena,” he whispered.

      In the swirl of panic and fear, the sound of her name caused her to hesitate. It was barely a moment, but enough for the man to capture her hands and pin her back against the wall. She stared into his shadowed face, loathing her weakness. She would go the way of her mother and poor Gregor. The same way they’d tried to kill her before.

      A sob choked from deep within her. “Please,” she breathed.

      “Ena.” His hold on her wrists released. “’Tis Renault.”

      Renault.

      The strength sapped from her body and her hand lost its grip on the dagger. It slid from her fingers, falling silently to the hay strewn underfoot.

      She clasped her hands over her chest, her thoughts sucked by the pull of memories she’d tried a lifetime to forget.

      “You’re safe,” he said softly.

      She swallowed around her dry throat. “Safe?”

      He opened his arms and she fell into them. They closed around her, strong and protective and sure.

      “You’re safe.” The assurance was repeated with such conviction, Ena’s shoulders relaxed somewhat.

      She melted into Renault’s embrace and drew in the scent of his leather gambeson. He shifted slightly and she caught the familiar scrape of the latch slipping into the metal prong Bran had fashioned on Maribel’s pen. They were locked within.

      Safe.

      She repeated that word to herself and savored its meaning. She was not a little girl. This was not the home she’d shared with her family.

      But her mother and Gregor were still dead.

      Grief struck her, followed immediately by relief and the horror at how her fear had incapacitated her. The onslaught of emotions washed over her, drowning her. Tears filled her eyes and a knot lodged stubbornly at the back of her throat. She wanted to cling to Renault and sob like a bairn.

      “Let’s get you inside.” Renault carefully guided her inside the small hut.

      The fire at the center of the room was little more than glowing embers. Renault settled her into a chair at the table and knelt by the fire, adding several logs before returning to her side.

      His hand curled around hers, hot where hers was cold, solid where hers still trembled. “What happened, Ena?” His gaze settled on her collarbone where her scar began.

      “The English.” She stared into the fire as its flames tongued over the dry logs, greedily licking and devouring. “They attacked our village when I was a lass. We heard our neighbors being slain and knew we would be next. Bran is younger than me and had been too frightened to move, so I hid him in the cupboard. I dinna have enough time to hide properly but managed to dash under the table when they broke down the door.”

      She looked to the door now where it hung on its frame, sagging inward like something dying.

      Renault got to his feet and carried a sturdy chair to the door. He hefted it under the handle and shoved so the door straightened upright with its bulk held by the back of the chair. He returned to her side and once more took her hand. There was a wonderful comfort in the hold of his strong fingers. She reveled in the feel of him, grateful for this Englishman who had saved her life.

      “The soldiers found me, of course.” Ena scoffed at her pathetic hiding place. “I was so frightened, I screamed. I hadna meant to, but it slipped out. I ran, but they grabbed my hair and pulled me back. My mum burst from her hiding place to save me and Gregor…” His name caught in her throat, a stuck emotion she could not clear. She spoke around the knot. “My older brother leapt in front of her, holding our da’s sword. Even at only eight summers, he was so brave.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut as tears blurred her vision and the memory played vividly in her mind. “He killed one of them in a clumsy jab the man hadna been expecting. They made him pay for it with his life.”

      The blade thrust into Gregor’s skinny chest with such vehemence, the point punched through his back, red with blood.

      “My mum…” Ena’s voice trailed off. How could one put to words what she had seen and heard that day? The way her mother had screamed for the lives of her bairns, begging them to take only her as Ena cried for them to take her instead.

      So much love. So much pain.

      All these years later, the memory made old wounds tear anew within Ena’s heart.

      She shook her head, unable to put a voice to such agony. “After they…after she was dead, they tried to kill me. They slashed their blades at me.”

      The sword was still warm from the bodies of her mother and brother, wet with blood.

      “I must have turned slightly.” Ena lifted her shoulders, still unable to recall exactly what had spared her that day. “I hadn’t wanted to live, though. I wanted to die with my family.” The agony in her breast was unbearable. “I laid there and waited for death to claim me, but it dinna. After some time, the cupboard opened, and Bran emerged.”

      Bran gazed at her with wide, frightened eyes, his mouth little more than a line in his pale face. “Are ye dead too?”

      “He was too small to move me, and I was too weak to help. He cleaned my wound and cared for me over a sennight or so, sneaking out at night to get food for us.” She touched her collarbone with her free hand, fingering the raised line of skin. “He could have saved himself, but he stayed in that village filled with corpses until I was strong enough to leave.”

      She gritted her teeth and tried not to think of how Mum and Gregor had been left to rot on the floor of the hut. But she and Bran had been too small, too injured, to see them properly buried. “I’m alive because of Bran.”

      Renault said nothing for a long stretch of time. Small lines showed around his mouth and his thoughtful blue stare remained fixed on their joined hands. “I can see why you hate the English,” he said finally. The muscles of this throat worked into a swallow. “I should never have pressed—”

      Ena shook her head. “I wouldna tell ye if I dinna want to.”

      “Why did you?” he asked.

      She met his eyes and the final layer of her wariness fell away. “Because ye’re different. Because I trust ye.”
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      Renault gazed at Ena, absent the words to put to the force of his emotions. She’d trusted him with her story. She’d unveiled to him the depth of her pain by sharing the horror of her past. It was no wonder she hated the English with such vehemence.

      Trust. It was a powerful word for being so small, and fragile despite its impact. And Ena had given it to him, a sincere and beautiful gift.

      “Ye dinna have to come rescue me.” Ena pushed herself up from the table. The shield was sliding back into place.

      Renault followed behind her, cautious to express his appreciation to her, too fearful of scaring her off or having her shutter herself completely once more. She was hurting and everything in him wanted to be her comfort. He had saved her once that night from the man trying to break down her door.

      It had been easy and quick—a strike to the man’s head. Though Renault hadn’t realized the man was not wearing a helm, nor had he intended for his head to bounce off the door as it did. Unease twisted in his stomach at how the man had not moved.

      If he had killed his own countryman, that would be treason.

      He shoved the thought aside. What mattered now was Ena and taking her mind from the horrors she’d shared. He longed to be there for her, for whatever it was she needed. For whatever she would allow him to provide.

      “I actually came for Maribel,” he said.

      Ena lifted a brow.

      Renault held out his hands. “You see, I’ve discovered I’m quite taken with her.”

      “Are ye now?” Ena folded her arms over her chest. “What is it about her that draws ye? Her stubbornness?”

      “Oh, aye.” Renault closed the distance between them. “And her bravery. Her strength.” He reached out and caressed the softness of her cheek with the back of his fingers. “And the tenderness she won’t ever let anyone else see.”

      Ena couldn’t help but stare up at him. “What else?”

      A smile tugged at the corner of Renault’s lips. “She’s beautiful, graceful, intoxicating.”

      “Intoxicating?” Ena’s cheeks colored. “You’d think she was a jug of ale.”

      Renault shook his head. “A bottle of the finest Noirien wine, bold with spices and sweet beyond measure. A simple taste wouldn’t be enough to slake one’s thirst, but simply whet the appetite for more until all one can think of is that next velvety sip.”

      “’Tis an exceptional bottle of wine for a goat,” Ena said.

      Renault scanned the empty room and leaned closer as if imparting a grave secret. “Maybe I’m not talking about a goat.”

      Ena’s breath caught. “So, it isna Maribel ye came for then?”

      “It was you.” Renault trailed his thumb down her jaw and ended at the bottom of her chin, which he angled upward. “Always you, Ena. I couldn’t bear the thought of you being hurt.”

      “I dinna need…” Tears swam in her eyes. “I could have…” She rested her forehead against Renault’s. “I was so frightened.” She whispered her confession, as if she was ashamed for even him to hear it. “I worked so hard to no’ ever be a victim again, but when I heard him at my door...” Her voice choked off. “I was so scared, I couldna move. I—”

      He couldn’t help himself then. He pulled her into his arms and held her as her tears came.

      “I’m such a fool,” Ena said brokenly against his shoulder.

      “You’re the bravest woman I know.” He rubbed her back while keeping an arm protectively curled around her.

      He wanted to stay like this forever, saving her from her own hurt. Being her comfort.

      When at last her tears subsided, he tilted her chin up so she would look at him. He wiped the evidence of her sorrow away and intended to tell her once more how brave she was. But her focus dropped to his lips and her lashes swept closed as her mouth softened for a kiss.

      Barely registering the thought, his body reacted to her need. He lowered his head to hers and captured her lush mouth with his own. The tender pressure of their lips gave way to the brief touch of tongue to tongue.

      He stroked his against hers hesitantly, not wanting to take advantage of her overwrought state. But then she increased the intensity of their kisses, slanting her mouth over his, her hands running down his chest.

      She was too alluring to resist, especially when she took his hand and settled it at her waist. The reins of control that Renault held in a tentative grasp slipped. Suddenly he was kissing her with the same fervor as his hands roamed over her lithe body.

      Ena wore only her sark, just a thin bit of linen. She might as well be naked. He felt everything concealed beneath that insubstantial layer of cloth. The curve of her waist, the tantalizing flare of her hips and the roundness of her bottom. Heat seeped from the fabric, warm as her skin beneath.

      She tugged at the ties of his gambeson and pushed it from his shoulders. He reluctantly released her for the instant it took for the padded garment to fall to the ground. His hands were immediately on her once more, catching the weight of her firm breasts and rubbing his thumbs over her nipples.

      She cried out against his mouth and her hips bucked against his. The small action gave an element of friction at his groin that set his blood alight with fire. His cock swelled with such force, he thought it might pop free from his trews.

      One of her legs eased up the side of his body, opening her thighs to accept the fit of his pelvis to hers. It was too much. Too soon.

      He should leave.

      Yet, even as the thought blared in the back of his mind, his hands cupped her bottom and pulled her snugly against his straining cock. Her head fell back with a moan of pleasure.

      He wanted to stay, to kiss her and grind their sexes together through the layers of clothes he wished they could both remove. But she was a maiden.

      He withdrew from her with earnest intent.

      He should—

      “Touch me,” she whispered.

      He stared intensely at her. Had he heard her correctly? Should he listen?

      Nay. He should leave.

      Now.

      A slow, coquettish smile spread over her kiss-reddened lips. “Touch me, Renault.”

      He shook his head. “I shouldn’t—”

      She took his hand in hers and lowered it, first to her breast. Her eyes slowly closed, and she exhaled with obvious enjoyment. She opened her eyes, watching him as she moved his hand down her flat stomach to the apex of her thighs.

      His breath came more deeply, but he did not draw his hand from her light hold. Instead, he allowed her to guide him to her most intimate place.

      Her brows rose with a surprised pleasure. “There,” she gasped. “Please.”

      He kept his hand in place where it cupped her sex. The linen was damp against her body, wet with her need. How he wanted to sweep his finger against her, to watch her eyes flutter with pleasure. “You’re a maid.”

      “I dinna have a dowry and I dinna expect to wed.” Her fingers worked over the sark, drawing it higher up her legs. “My body is my own to do with as I please.”

      The thin linen passed her knees and crept up her slender, fair thighs.

      “And ye please me.” She gave a little tug on her underclothes and the linen slipped out from beneath Renault’s cupped hand, leaving her sex naked for his touch.

      She kept her eyes locked on him, deep brown and alight with a desire that made his ballocks tighten. Her hips flexed forward into his hand.

      He could refuse the invitation no longer. His finger curled inward, stroking the sweet line of her slit.

      She gasped and held onto his shoulders as if she needed him to help her stand.

      “Like that?” he asked.

      “Aye,” she breathed.

      He traced the path, up and down, up and down, paying careful attention on each pass to stroke the sensitive nub at the top of her sex. Each time he swirled his fingertip over it, her eyes closed, and her breath caught.

      He wanted to make her pant with need and elicit husky screams of passion. His cock raged with unspent desire, cramped in the leather trews. He gripped it from outside his clothing and shifted it as he touched her, trying to find some comfort in the limited space.

      Ena reached for him and framed her palm over the shape of his shaft. Tingles of pleasure radiated out from the simple caress and left him clenching his teeth.

      “Don’t,” he ground out.

      “Because it feels too good?” she asked breathlessly. “Because ye dinna want to stop?”

      “Aye.” He paused a finger over her entrance and gently eased it inside.

      Her knees buckled and she fell against him. He drew her up into his arms. For as strong as she was, she weighed almost nothing. He carried her toward the pallet where the sheets were rumpled from her sleep. A small cat slumbered on another pallet set against the opposite side of the wall, curled atop a blanket.

      Renault’s arousal thundered with a need he couldn’t ignore. The musky perfume of her arousal clung to his fingers, driving him mad with desperation. He set her onto her feet and gently kissed her again, warring with himself over his need to have her and to do what was right—to walk away.

      Her hands worked at the ties of his trews, pulling one free before he could stop her. It was one thing to please her, and yet another to take her.

      She yanked the second tie free and his cock sprang from the partially opened flap, eager for whatever heat she would wrap around it: her hand, her mouth, her sex.

      With trembling hands, he tried to put himself back to rights, but she stopped him, watching him, her eyes wild with lust.

      “Nay,” she whispered. “I want ye. I want ye as badly as ye want me.”

      He shook his head, unable to give voice to his protest.

      She rose on her tiptoes and curled her arms around him. “Make me forget,” she whispered. “The fear tonight, the fear all those years ago.” She clutched him to her. “Please.”

      She kissed him, her mouth and tongue now skilled from the experiences of their passion. Her right leg slid up his body and curled around his hip, opening herself to him.

      Jesu.

      His hand moved of its own volition, cupping the underside of her thigh, cradling her bottom, pushing her against him. The wet heat of her sex grazed his cock and he knew he could protest no more. Not when this was clearly what they both so desperately wanted. Not when she was asking for his comfort.

      He could not turn her away.
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      The intimate place between Ena’s thighs thundered with the need. For the escape from everything she endured. But it was more. Her desire was for Renault. For the honest man he was, for his selfless deeds. And, if she were being entirely honest, for the pleasure she knew he would give.

      Her mouth trailed over the collar of his shirt before she grasped the hem and drew it upward. She paused at the sight of him, taking all of him in. Pale skin stretched over rigid muscle, powerful and beautiful and peppered with scars.

      She pressed the flat of her hand to his chest and let it slide down his powerful torso. The wiry hairs on his chest rasped against her palm, a sensual contrast to his soft skin. He groaned at her touch, a long, low growl that sent chills skittering over her flesh.

      His fingers settled between her legs once more, rubbing, caressing, teasing, until she was gasping with the intensity of it and her knees were weak.

      “I want ye,” she panted.

      He buried his face against her neck and inhaled as he kissed her throat. “Let me see you.”

      She stiffened. She knew what he meant. He wanted to see her naked. Which meant the full extent of her scar would be uncovered, bared for him to see.

      He straightened and looked at her with a tenderness that touched deep within her, a place she had once thought cold and dead.

      “My parents died when I was young.” He brushed his fingertips over her collarbones. “My mum in childbirth and my da in the fields.”

      Despite her nerves, a pleasant heat followed his touch. “I’m sorry for ye,” she whispered.

      “I was seven summers.” He stroked lower, to the tops of her breasts. “Too old to be taken in by others. Too young to be on my own. Too damn poor for anyone to bother caring.”

      She was familiar with people’s lack of concern, and how they treated overlooked children in need. They’d done the same to her and Bran. But at least she’d had her brother. Renault had had no one.

      “People are cruel,” she whispered.

      “Aye.” His gaze found hers. “I had little choice but to beg for my food. As you said, people are cruel. Their maliciousness is in greater abundance than is kindness. It made me want to be better when I grew up, something greater than my father who had worked himself to death in the fields, and certainly more than a mud-streaked boy kicked at on the street by drunkards.”

      She winced at the image of the lad he’d been.

      His fingers caught the lacing of her sark and gently tugged. “We all have our scars, Ena. They shape us into who we become, what we believe.” He cupped her face in his palm. “Who we love.”

      Her heart tripped over itself. Surely, he didn’t love her. They’d only known one another for a few days. They’d been enemies longer than they’d been lovers.

      Why then did his words make her pulse race?

      He took her hand and put it to his chest. His heart ticked with a steady, strong beat against her palm.

      “Some of us wear our scars inside.” He ran the finger of his free hand along the neckline of her sark, widening it.

      He bent over her and kissed first her collarbone, then the point of the jagged scar. “Some of us wear them on the outside as well.” His mouth trailed over the ropy, crooked line of ruined flesh in a way that was more intimate than any of his previous kisses or touches.

      Tears burned in her eyes.

      He slid the linen from her as he knelt, loving the gnarled end of the scar. The sark slipped from his grip and fell silently to the floor, leaving her entirely naked.

      He looked up at her in earnest adoration. “You are beautiful, Ena.” He got to his feet and stroked his fingers down her cheek. “Beautiful.” He whispered the sentiment again.

      This time its effect was palpable, stirring inside her chest and down to the very marrow of her bones.

      She threw her arms around him and kissed him fiercely, saying everything with her body that she could not say with her words. Her mouth claimed his, her tongue grazing and stroking; her hands roaming and coaxing.

      Her fingers wrapped around his jutting cock and he gave a grunt through gritted teeth. The skin was smooth as silk beneath her touch and hot with the same pounding lust that reverberated through her.

      His palms skimmed over her as his fingers found the place between her legs once more.

      She was on fire. It ran like scalding liquid through her veins in great pulsing beats. Until she could stand it no more.

      She grasped his body to hers and sank to the bed, bringing him with her. He resisted at first, but she held tight to him. After a moment of hesitation, his body weight settled atop her. She found the waist of his trews and pushed them down.

      He reached for them. “Ena, you’re a—”

      She pressed her mouth to his to still his protests. She didn’t want his chivalry. She was no court lady; she was but a peasant, a woman with few indulgences in the world.

      “Do ye want me?” She gazed defiantly up at him.

      His brows knit together. “You’re a maid.”

      She spread her thighs to fully cradle his pelvis. The length of his arousal rested against her entrance, more temptation she’d ever encountered in her life.

      She flexed her hips forward, so she rubbed against his shaft. Her slick desire made the action easy as she glided up and down. Tingles of delight raced over her skin and a little moan whimpered from the back of her throat.

      More. She needed more.

      Renault’s nostrils flared and his eyes closed as he clearly savored the sensations as much as she.

      “Kiss me,” she gasped. “Kiss me.”

      He braced himself over her and kissed her, a hungry, deep kiss that echoed his yearning. As their mouths connected, their bodies rubbed against one another, hard and soft, smooth and wet.

      She reached between them and grabbed the length of him, angling his cock toward her intimate place.

      “Ena.” There was a warning note in his voice.

      “There’s so little pleasure in this life.” Desperation seasoned her statement. “I want ye.” She arched her hips, pressing herself to the swollen tip of his prick. “Now.”

      He uttered a low curse but did not draw away. Instead, he settled more fully over her and kissed her once more with a resolve that told her she’d won. And as he did so, he braced her hips with his free hand and slowly began to push into her.
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      Ena tensed for the pain of her maidenhead tearing. It was little more than a pinch, but it was enough to make Renault still over the top of her. A wounded expression filled his eyes, as though the discomfort had injured him far more than it did her.

      Before he could change his mind and pull away, she rolled her hips upward to draw him farther into her.

      He moved slowly, his muscles tense.

      The fullness of him was initially foreign, not entirely comfortable yet not awful either. He shifted his hand between them and found the bud of her sex with his finger.

      Pleasure jolted through her. It dissolved the tension trying to force him out, allowing her to relax and accept him. Almost immediately, his careful thrusts sent prickles of bliss all through her.

      “Aye, that’s it,” he said raggedly.

      He continued to circle the sensitive place while he pumped into her, picking up speed so they panted in tandem in the silent room. Her body tightened with something she didn’t understand.

      “Aye, let yourself go,” he murmured. “Let yourself go, my beautiful Ena.”

      It wasn’t the pressure between her thighs that finally sent her sailing into an oblivion she had never known. It was his words.

      My beautiful Ena.

      Pleasure washed over her and dragged her down before lifting her and swirling over every part of her inside and outside. Renault’s thrusts came faster, jerking into her, sending her even higher as a tight groan escaped his throat.

      The euphoria melted away, leaving Ena’s body weak with a luxurious, languid exhaustion and her heart racing as if she’d just sprinted up a hill. Renault slowly pulled out of her and eased his weight off her.

      Together they remained in companionable silence as their breathing returned to normal. Renault pushed himself up and went to the small ewer of water where he wet two squares of linen before returning to her. He handed her one and kept the other for himself, rubbing it over the length of his softening cock.

      A sudden feeling of shyness washed over her and the remnants of the fire that had burned so brightly inside her now heated her cheeks. She thanked him and used the linen to clean away the evidence of their joining.

      He laid the linens aside when she was done and crawled back into bed with her. “I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      She shook her head and gave a long sigh. “Ye did rather the opposite.”

      He turned toward her and studied her.

      She squirmed under the intensity of his observation. “Why are ye staring at me?”

      “Be my wife,” he said suddenly.

      She laughed. “Surely ye jest. I’m no lady whose honor must be salvaged.”

      “I’m not jesting.” The corner of his lips lifted in that lopsided grin. “I want to marry you.”

      She frowned. “Ye dinna have to—”

      He shook his head. “It isn’t because of what we did.” He circled one large, blunt fingertip over her shoulder as though tracing an invisible whorl. “’Tis because of who you are.”

      Ena gazed at him silently as the impact of his proposal sank in. Marriage.

      She’d never considered being someone’s wife. Not when Bran needed her to tend to the house while he was on raids. Not when she had spent so much of her life focused on surviving that she hadn’t had a chance to truly start living, let alone look forward to the future.

      “’Tis illegal for Scottish and English to wed,” she countered.

      “And yet those unions continue between both borders.” He shrugged with nonchalance. “No one takes those laws seriously.”

      “Why do ye want to marry me?”

      “Because you trusted me with a story that I don’t think you’ve ever told anyone before.” He swept his fingertips down her arm in a slow caress. “Because I find you fascinating and inspiring. You are the strongest woman I’ve ever known, but also the most vulnerable in a way that makes me want to protect you.”

      She quirked a brow at him. “I dinna need protection.”

      “Which makes me want to protect you all the more.”

      Excitement tickled up through her, leaving her giddy. Could she be a wife? To Renault?

      “I’d protect you…and someday our children.” He put a hand to her lower stomach.

      She followed his touch with her eyes, down to her flat stomach. Her hip bones jutted on either side and called to mind the perpetual state of her hunger.

      She sat up and drew the sheets over her breasts, covering her scar. “I dinna want to bring a bairn into this world. There’s naught here but starvation and death. I canna do that to a bairn.”

      He pushed himself up to sitting and didn’t bother with a sheet as she had. “When we are settled, we can discuss it. I’ll not bring a child into a world of hunger either. Nor will I let it suffer the struggles we endured.”

      “Where would we live?” Ena asked.

      “Scotland,” he answered readily.

      “Ye’d sacrifice yer life in England for me?” She asked, incredulous.

      “Aye, I would,” he answered earnestly.

      Her thoughts spun at the turn of events, at what he was willing to give up. For her.

      She was nothing special. A lifetime of struggling had taught her as much. She could handle herself in a fight and kept the home well enough. Men had called her beautiful before, right before she’d kneed the drunken louts in their groins.

      But drunk men didn’t count, did they?

      Renault saw more to her than there was, but rather than correct him, she relished his perspective. He believed in a part of her she’d never thought existed.

      “Bran may be home soon,” she said slowly.

      “And you need time to think,” Renault surmised.

      She nodded, grateful he understood without her having to say a word.

      He got to his feet and pulled his trews on. “I’ll come back to you. It may not be tomorrow or the day after, but I will return for your reply.”

      Ena’s heartbeat quickened at the thought of seeing him again. She got up from her small pallet and retrieved his gambeson for him while he tugged on his shirt.

      She helped him into it, then rose on her tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ll have yer answer for ye.”

      He drew her toward him. “I look forward to the reply.”

      His mouth settled on hers, chaste and sweet. Her body sang out in delight at the meeting of their lips. Even as she rejoiced at what they had shared, the carnal craving returned, rising up inside of her.

      She wanted more. Him. All of it.

      His wife?

      Her heart missed the next beat.

      “Until we see one another again.” He bowed low over her hand and graced it with a delicate kiss.

      With that, he straightened and departed through the door leading to Maribel’s pen with Moggy trailing at his feet. It wasn’t until he was gone that Ena could truly breathe again. As though he captivated her so completely that her lungs forgot to fill with air.

      Marriage.

      It was too soon. And mayhap that was what made it so alluring. Or mayhap it was the ripples of pleasure still whispering through her body that made her long to repeat the actions again and again and again.

      Regardless, even though she’d said she needed time, she knew well what her answer would be.

      She’d spent far too long hurting, embroiled in the past and not looking toward the future. Now was her chance at happiness and she would not let it slip through her fingers.
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      A body lay on the other side of the door. A man Renault had killed. An Englishmen. One of his own.

      Renault hesitated in Maribel’s pen. She stared up at him with a benign expression as she chewed a mouthful of hay. The cat who had followed him outside pounced on a stalk of hay and rolled over it with wild abandon.

      He glanced over his shoulder to the other door, the one leading back to Ena.

      How he wished he could go back and stay with her, lost in the dream of a fantasy. He wanted to be in her arms again, breathing in her sweet, feminine scent of sunshine and flowers.

      He’d never had a family, at least not one he could remember. And while he’d been with many women, never had he found one he wanted as his wife. But Ena…she was brave and beautiful and clever. She captured his thoughts and made his heartbeat quicken. She was a woman who would ensure their children remained safe, cared for and loved.

      She’d felt her maidenhead had low value, but he considered it with high esteem. Curs took a woman’s virtue and left her. He was no cur, especially when it came to a woman like Ena. Especially when she filled a part of his soul he’d never known before. He wanted her in his life. From the moment he realized a woman had fought him as well as a man, from that glint in her eyes and the passion emanating from her, he’d known she was the one to complete his life.

      He’d learned how to get what he wanted a long time ago, when he discovered manipulation was better than begging. If he wanted to, he could return to Ena and slowly break down the walls of her reluctance. She would agree to marry him before the night was out.

      But he wanted her to come to the decision on her own. If she would.

      Something nipped at the back of his mind. Doubt?

      He clenched his hand into a fist. He had to face the man he’d slain. His own bloody brethren. But he’d done it to save Ena.

      I did it to save Ena.

      He flicked up the latch on Maribel’s pen and pushed through the solid door to where the fallen Englishman remained in front of Ena’s hut. Renault carefully latched the door shut once more, putting off going to the man for as long as was possible.

      A horse whinnied nearby. The dead man’s, no doubt. Renault reclaimed the beast so he could return the man’s body to his family.

      Renault hesitated in front of the body lying motionless, face almost pressed to Ena’s door. He took several deep breaths to focus his thoughts.

      I did it to save Ena.

      Renault had been involved in the war between England and Scotland long enough to know what happened beyond broken down doors. Theft. Rape. Murder.

      He couldn’t have let that happen to Ena.

      I did it to save her.

      In a single motion, he squatted at the man’s side and pulled the shoulder, so the dead man rolled onto his back. A cry stuck in Renault’s throat.

      The man was Walter. He had killed Walter. His only true friend in the world.

      Bile rose in Renault’s throat as he staggered back. The hit to Walter’s head was supposed to knock him unconscious, not kill him. Mayhap the way he had struck the door…or mayhap how he’d fallen.

      Walter’s eyes fluttered.

      Renault froze. Even his heart had ceased to beat.

      He dropped to his friend’s side. “Walter?” he asked.

      A low groan sounded in the back of Walter’s throat.

      Renault gave a sob and exhaled with relief. He grasped his friend’s gambeson and hauled him onto the back of the horse. Walter offered no protest or made any other sound as he was slung over the beast’s haunches. His arms and legs hung limp over either side, his head lying aside into the velvety brown fur.

      An ache splintered open in Renault’s chest and rage spilled out. Why had Walter been trying to get into the cottage in the first place? He’d never been one for stealing from homes. He’d never been one for attacking unarmed women. Had he?

      Renault had been so consumed with trying to impress the Earl of Bothbury that he hadn’t spent as much time with Walter as he had in their youth. Guilt tugged at his heart. He should have been there to stop Walter from such actions. Then Walter would never have been at Ena’s cottage. Then Renault would never have hurt him so badly.

      He walked the horse forward and peered back at his friend again. Sorrow squeezed Renault’s throat.

      I did it to save Ena.

      It would have been so different if Renault hadn’t been there this night. What if Walter had gotten in? Would he have raped Ena? Killed her?

      Anger lashed through Renault and he knew with certainty that if he had to do it all over again, he would.

      He needed to get Walter back to Kershopefoot to be tended to by the healer.

      Saving him would come with the risk Walter would identify Renault as his attacker, but it was one Renault was willing to take. He would do everything in his power to save Walter.

      Eventually the village came into view with the castle standing like a sentry in the distance. Except the castle no longer seemed in his grasp. For the first time since Renault could remember, he didn’t fear he was not good enough to be a guard; he knew he was not.

      He had held back information that might have helped his brethren. He had attacked one of his own, an Englishman who had loved him like a brother. He had lain with the enemy and gladly given her his heart.

      Pieces of him had slowly broken away until he was left with the stark understanding of what he had become: a traitor.
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      Ena slept so deeply that she did not hear Bran enter. When she awoke the next day, she found him asleep on his pallet with Moggy curled contently in the crook of his arm.

      It was perhaps the first time in their life Ena had missed his return home from a raid.

      She nestled beneath her covers, savoring the trapped heat under her blanket and the hot memories playing in her mind. The way Renault had loved her, cherished her, pleased her.

      A slow, steady thrum of desire hummed to life between her legs. She crossed her thighs and squeezed, just enough friction to heighten her recollection of Renault’s touch.

      He wanted to marry her.

      A jolt shot through her heart. Her, a wife. A mother. Seeking more than survival in the bare life she’d carved out of tragedy. Finally seeking happiness.

      Did such a thing even exist?

      She hugged her arms closer against herself, as if she could cradle her hope and encourage it to grow into reality. She wanted that hope, for it was the first of its kind she’d ever possessed.

      “What happened to the door?” Bran asked, his voice gravelly thick with sleep.

      “How do ye know I wasna asleep?” Her irritation at having the loveliness of her thoughts interrupted left the question sounding petulant.

      “Ye werena snoring.” He grinned at her.

      She sat up and threw her pillow at his face. Moggy darted from the pallet, hissing with displeasure in Ena’s direction. Bran caught the pillow before it could strike him and held it back, brows lifted. “Do ye truly want to start a war with me?”

      She widened her eyes and shook her head. “Nay.” Then she leapt up and tossed the full length of her blanket at him. Laughing, she ran past him as he reached for her, easily evading his grasp.

      The chill of the morning air was sharp, and she immediately reached for her battered robe to throw over her sark while Bran disentangled himself from the bedding. The playful smile on his face died away as his focus went to the door again.

      “What happened last night?” he asked.

      Ena pulled the top off the bread pot and drew out a small loaf. “The English raided Castleton.”

      “There was blood in front of the door.” Bran pushed himself up off his pallet and began making his bed. “Did ye go out during the raid?” He looked at her, his brow furrowed with worry.

      “Nay,” she said honestly. “I dinna go out in raids.”

      They both knew what happened when women left their home in the middle of a raid, though neither wished to say as much out loud.

      “Someone came to our hut.” Ena sliced the bread with her dagger and opened the small crock of butter. Its salty, sweet scent rose up to greet her and left her mouth watering. “They tried to break down the door. They nearly succeeded.”

      Bran finished making her bed after having completed his own, then approached the doorframe where it sagged into the hut. “I’m glad I insisted on a fine quality door, but this will need to be repaired.”

      “That door is the only reason I’m alive.” Ena dipped the knife in the pot of butter. It was a precious commodity; one she’d found at a good price at the market earlier and had procured as a treat. She focused on her task as she smeared it over each slab of bread, not wanting to consider what would have happened to her had Bran not insisted on the strong door.

      “What happened to the man who tried to break it down?” Bran studied the exposed twigs of the wall where they had nearly broken free of the door frame.

      Ena shook her head and kept her eyes downcast. “I’m no’ certain.” After all, it wasn’t a lie. She didn’t know what had happened. Renault hadn’t volunteered the information, and she hadn’t asked.

      Still something in her stomach twisted in on itself. Whatever had transpired was undoubtedly not good.

      Heat burned in her cheeks and she was grateful Bran studied the doorframe with such intensity so he wouldn’t notice her worry. She couldn’t tell him about Renault. Not only that Renault had saved her, but even more, what they had done. Already it seemed as though evidence of their tryst was scrawled across her face, somehow apparent.

      Bran gave a humming sound that indicated he wasn’t sure what to think of her reply. His footsteps approached, but she busied herself with the butter crock rather than glancing up.

      He ruffled her hair. “It would appear angels are watching out for ye, sister. I’m glad for it.” He then hesitated for so long, that Ena did finally lift her head to regard him.

      Bran’s features were set hard. “Ye deserve more than this. I hate that I canna offer ye a home where ye can be safe, where ye dinna have to worry about—” His lip curled in disgust and he growled in frustration. “This isna the life I wish for ye, Ena. I dinna want ye to ever be afraid again.”

      “I wasna afraid,” she rushed. “I knew the door would hold.”

      In truth, she hadn’t known that. What she had known, however, was how Bran had saved up for nearly half a year to afford the solid wood, the metal pieces and all the craftsmanship to have it properly built and installed. After their flimsy door had been kicked in as children and how their family had paid the worst sort of price, Bran had wanted to ensure Ena’s protection.

      “The door saved my life,” Ena repeated again. She took the biggest piece of bread and handed it to Bran. “Go on now and eat. There’s butter on it.”

      He nodded mutely and walked away, not even glancing down at the smear of butter on the hearty brown bread. Ena bit into her own piece, scarcely tasting the butter herself. She didn’t like the way Bran stared into the flames of the fire, his mind doubtless churning over how best to keep her safe. She hated this life for him.

      “We’re planning a new raid tonight,” Bran said. “Only this time, we intend to kill as many soldiers as is possible.”

      Ena’s stomach tightened. “Bran—”

      “This house wasna the only one attacked.” Bran ran his free hand through his hair. “No’ everyone has doors as strong as ours.”

      Ena’s protests stilled. She was too familiar with what he meant. Her stomach churned at the idea. Especially when she knew she had sought comfort from Renault even as others had fought for their lives.

      Renault.

      Her heart flinched. He could handle himself. She knew from personal experience what a strong warrior he was. But she couldn’t ease the worried tension in her chest. What if he was caught off guard? What if he was overwhelmed by men?

      He had saved her in a moment when fear had held her captive. Had he not, she might be dead. Surely, she couldn’t leave him to a similar fate.

      All through the day, these thoughts clashed against the realization that if he was not as trustworthy as she’d hoped, Bran and his men would be in danger.

      She wasn’t sure when she finally won the war waging in her thoughts and resolved to go to him, but later that afternoon while Bran was out bartering with goods he’d stolen, Ena slipped away and headed quickly for the English border.

      She had to warn Renault he might be in danger and hope that he would tell no one. She had to do everything in her power to keep the men in her life safe, even if they were enemies.
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      Walter was alive. The healer confirmed it as soon as Renault settled his friend on the makeshift pallet. The woman was nondescript with her hair stuffed under a wimple. She plucked a vial from one of the many pockets of her apron and waved an acrid smelling concoction under Walter’s nose.

      His eyes flew open, bloodshot and wild.

      The healer gave a chuckle and stoppered the bottle. “That always brings them back to the land of the living.” She tucked the vial back in her pocket. “I’ll fetch a tea for him.”

      Walter followed her out with his wide stare before looking at Renault. “Was it you?” he asked raggedly.

      Fear splintered through Renault. “Who dragged your arse back to England? Aye, you’re welcome.”

      Walter’s brows flinched with apparent confusion. “Was it you who attacked me?” His unfocused stare managed to pin Renault into place.

      Renault could lie, of course, but he’d never forgive himself for doing so.

      “I didn’t know it was you,” Renault confessed. “But aye, I hit you. Forgive me.”

      Walter frowned, his breath coming in angry huffs. “You could have killed me.”

      “What were you doing banging on the door to the cottage like that?” Renault demanded.

      “Trying to get her out of there to flee.”

      Renault stared at his friend. “Why would you get her to flee?”

      Walter groaned and leaned his head back on the thin, straw-filled pillow. “I heard the rumors of your interest in a Scottish lass. I saw you leave that cottage with a scrawny goat the night we reclaimed our cattle. Later, I noticed that the goat had been returned when we came for our next raid. But I didn’t…” he pressed his lips together. “I still doubted the rumors were true. I hoped they weren’t. I had to see. To know.”

      “What lass?” Renault asked, panic creeping into his tone.

      Walter scoffed. “The one you’ve been seeing.” He surveyed the room surreptitiously. “Do you think you’re the only spy in Lord Bothbury’s employ?”

      Renault sucked in a breath and slowly let it hiss out.

      Walter cocked a half smile in his direction. “Don’t worry, I haven’t told anyone which cottage is hers.”

      “Forgive me, Walter. I didn’t mean…” Renault shook his head. “I didn’t mean to hurt you so badly.”

      Walter swept a hand at Renault’s torso, batting him away. “We’ve done far worse to each other. Mind the earl though, aye?”

      Renault clamped his back teeth together and nodded.

      “Leave me to whatever concoction the healer brings me.” Walter waved Renault away. “I feel like the devil’s spawn is trying to burrow into my skull.”

      Renault hesitated beside the pallet. “You’re a better friend than I deserve.”

      “Aye, and don’t you forget it.” Walter grinned at him, revealing that chipped tooth. “Now go have an ale for me. I’ll join you when the room stops spinning.”

      Still, Renault did not move.

      “If you don’t go, I’ll be forced to get up and will probably retch all over your fine gambeson.” Walter made a move to haul himself upright.

      Renault moved back, hands up. “An ale for you then, fine. Consider it done.” He paused before he left. “I truly am sorry, Walter. From the depth of my soul.”

      Renault stepped outside and breathed in the cool February air. He generally didn’t spend much time in ale houses like most other soldiers, but instead chose to save his money to afford a better life. Now, he made his way to the Pig’s Helm, a particular favorite of Walter’s, and placed a coin on the bar.

      He took his time drinking the thick, gritty ale, sitting in a corner as his brethren celebrated their victory over the small village of Castleton.

      Until the next retaliatory attack, of course. There would always be one from the Scots. Then one from the English. On and on they would go.

      But as the revelry continued, he couldn’t help but notice the curious glances toward him, the side-eyed glares. Unease snagged at the back of his mind.

      Were they regarding him with distrust?

      His mind was foggy from lack of sleep and from what Walter had mentioned about Lord Bothbury’s other spies and the rumors about Ena. He set the remainder of his ale on the table, then stood to leave. Several sets of eyes settled on him and stayed, following his steps from the table to the door he pushed outside. The door swung shut behind him, dulling the loud chatter of conversation.

      Doubts invaded his thoughts then, consuming him. Had he been seen when he attacked Walter? Who else was working for the warden?

      He found his home quickly as his mind tossed through a hazy stream of thoughts: to run, to stay, to hide, to go to Scotland, to marry Ena and never step foot in England ever again. The latter held the greatest appeal. Except that they’d come for him. It would never be over.

      He opened the door to his cottage, stepped into the dark room and froze.

      The hearth glowed with a cheery fire. One he had not lit.

      He pulled his dagger from his belt.

      “Ye willna be needing that,” a feminine voice said, her Scottish accent like a low purr.

      He lowered his blade and turned toward Ena. She’d pushed off the hood of her cloak and her hair had been bound back in a braid. His battered heart lifted in his chest, the ache soothing at the mere sight of her.

      She rushed across the room and threw herself into his arms as her mouth found his. “Ach, ye’re freezing,” she murmured.

      He leaned back and shook his head. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe.”

      “’Tis why I’m here.” She studied him. “There’s to be a raid tomorrow night, to retaliate for what the English did to Castleton.”

      Renault clenched his fist. The back and forth of hostility was never ending. Violence and loss were given and taken in the name of retaliation. It had been thus since the dawn of time and would continue to the end of time.

      He frowned.

      “I had to tell ye.” Ena’s hands went to his face, cupping it between her cold palms. “I canna bear the thought of ye being hurt.”

      He stared down into her long-lashed eyes. She had risked her life to come to the English side of the border to warn him. More than that, she had trusted he wouldn’t share this news with the Earl of Bothbury. He knew what Bran meant to her and she had put his life at risk by telling Renault.

      He pulled her into his arms, curling them around her protectively. “You put yourself in danger coming here.”

      “For ye.” Her words were muffled against his chest where she’d buried her face against him.

      He bowed his head over her and kissed the top of her head. Her hair was cool and silky under his lips and smelled faintly of sunshine, flowers and sweet hay.

      Ena.

      She was the balm for the wounds cut deep by betrayal and suspicion. She glided over his hurt, filling the void with the promise of healing. Of happiness.

      “Ye havena asked me for my answer.” She leaned back and regarded him tenderly. “About marriage.” Her cheeks colored slightly.

      “Are you blushing?” he teased.

      “I might be.” Her mouth lifted at the corners. “Do ye want it? My answer, I mean.”

      His heart seized in his chest. “Aye, I do.”

      He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve her. He should tell her to leave, that he’d made a mistake. That she would be happier with another man. A better man. One who had been loyal to his own people.

      She bit her lower lip and nodded, showing him a shyness that he would never have suspected from a woman so fierce. “Aye,” she whispered.

      And just like that, with one simple word, all the protests raging in his mind fell away and a world of future possibilities took their place. A cottage in Scotland with Ena at his side, their babe in her arms.

      A family. A place to belong.

      “Ena.” Her name caught in his throat.

      “Renault.” She put her hands to his chest and lifted onto her toes.

      He kissed her then, showing her with his lips what he could not put into words. How beautiful he found her, how deeply she affected him.

      It would be so easy to leave with her and go to Scotland in that moment. He could put everything behind him and only ever look forward from here on out. Except that he was not that kind of man. He had to ensure Walter’s full recovery and he had to do everything in his power to keep Bothbury’s men from coming after Ena and Bran. And him, for that matter.

      “On the morrow,” he heard himself say. “I’ll come midday. I want to be with you, in Scotland, in our own cottage.”

      “So soon?” she gasped. “I havena told Bran.”

      He brushed his fingertips over her soft cheek. “We’ll tell him together.”

      The worry smoothed from her brow.

      A distant sound caught his attention. A rhythmic thumping. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end before he could even recognize it as the cacophony of several sets of marching feet.

      “You need to go.” He pulled her to him and kissed her firmly. “Now.” He guided her toward the door.

      Unlike her cottage, he had only one exit from his home. It was at the front, where everyone would see someone enter and leave. She hesitated before leaving. “Something is amiss. What is it?”

      He shook his head. There was no time to tell her all now. How he’d attacked Walter, how other men had been spying on him. He only hoped Walter was correct in his assumption that they didn’t know where Ena lived.

      “On the morrow,” he promised in a vow he was not certain he would be able to keep. “I’ll tell you on the morrow.”

      She nodded without certainty.

      “Quickly.” He opened the door a crack and nudged her toward it.

      Ena blinked up at him, then kissed him once more, her lips pressing to his own. He memorized her in that brief moment. The heat of her mouth, how perfectly her body fit against his and the brightness of her floral and sweet hay scent.

      She slipped out with a final backward glance and was gone. He staggered back from the door and strained to listen. The steps were closer. There was enough time to run, but if he went to Scotland, they would find him there. Ena and her brother would most likely pay for his treason with their lives.

      There was nothing for it but to stay and face the consequences of his actions.

      He closed his eyes and summoned Ena’s face in his mind. The graceful arch of her brows, the regal line of her cheekbones, her generous mouth. As the steps came closer, regret squeezed in his chest. For he knew with certainty, he would not meet with her on the morrow.

      Or any day after that.
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      The marching came closer, the choppy staccato of footsteps matching the frantic beat of Renault’s heart. A solid knock rapped upon the door. Though he’d been expecting it, he flinched at the sound.

      The time had come.

      He reached for the latch on the door, but it flew open before he could touch it. One of the earl’s guards filled the space with his vivid red livery, his face set in a stony expression.

      “You are being arrested for the crime of treason,” the man said.

      While Renault could not recall the man’s name, he knew him. They’d fought together in battles defending Kershopefoot. Back to back, brethren in war.

      Renault nodded in understanding, a silent indication he wouldn’t fight.

      Two men entered the room, men he did know by name. They grasped his arms with force but did not look at him. He didn’t speak as he was led to the castle. After all, there was no justification to offer.

      They would have no sympathy for his plight with Ena. Nor could he tell them out of fear they would seek her out and exact retribution. Anyone from the Scottish Middle March was their enemy. Not someone to save.

      Certainly not someone to love.

      The thought slammed into him as he was led from the brightness of an extraordinarily sunny day into the icy darkness of the castle. Chills prickled over Renault’s skin and the menacing rhythm of wooden-soled shoes striking the floor echoed off the stone walls around them.

      He had knowledge that could save him, the information Ena had provided to ensure he remained safe during the upcoming raid. Except that he’d rather cut out his own liver and present it to the Earl of Bothbury than give him Ena’s trusted secret.

      Nay, such a consideration was not even an option. Renault would face his punishment.

      The English Middle March Warden sat on his dais in the great hall. He set aside the slice of venison he was eating and rose to his feet. “You’ve been one of my primary sources of information for some time, Renault.”

      The soldiers who had come for Renault did not leave. Definitely not a good sign.

      The young earl came closer with slow steps and stopped in front of him, eyes bright with the blood lust of vengeance. “I trusted you and you betrayed us all.”

      Renault said nothing. He’d learned early on in his youth never to concede to a wrongdoing until it was mentioned first by another. Volunteering his transgressions would do him no favors.

      “Someone said they saw you attack one of your fellow soldiers.” The earl set his jaw. “What say you to this?”

      Renault’s heartbeat thundered in his chest, pumping raw energy in his veins. With nowhere to go, it pooled in his stomach, churning with anxiety against the ale he’d consumed earlier.

      “There was a woman in that cottage with no one to protect her,” Renault said.

      The earl’s mouth dropped open, incredulous. Whatever he had been expecting from Renault, it was not this.

      “She is our enemy,” Bothbury said. “The Scots wouldn’t hesitate to break through the door of a hut where a lone woman cowered in fear.”

      “Then why act as they do?” Renault demanded in a fury of emotion. “If you hate them so much and refer to them as barbarians, why do you behave like them?”

      Rage flashed in the Earl of Bothbury’s face and Renault knew he had pushed too far.

      “Retaliation.” The earl’s lip curled up. “We wouldn’t do it if they did not.”

      Renault matched the man’s disgust with his own. “And so, it will continue until the end of time.”

      “You attacked one of your brethren.” The Earl of Bothbury’s mouth drew in a thin line. “A man you considered a brother, if I am not mistaken.”

      The warden’s words were like a hot dagger sliding between Renault’s ribs and piercing the very center of his heart. Clearly, Walter had told after all. And if Walter had spoken, Ena would not be safe in her home. Not if he had confessed where she lived.

      Renault drew in a pained breath. “I did as you said.” His response came without the fire of his previous replies.

      The earl nodded, his eyes sharp with ferocity. “Then I sentence you to death. But not until you’ve rotted in the dungeon first.” He addressed the soldiers, “Take him out of my sight.”

      Rough hands grasped Renault’s arms. Though he was willing to walk of his own accord, they tugged at him, so his feet tangled against one another and he stumbled. They relished dragging him over the unforgiving stone floors that knocked against his knees without mercy.

      He couldn’t blame them. A month ago, he might have reacted with the same vehemence. Before he’d gotten to know his enemy. Before there had been a face on those they were attacking.

      Before Ena.

      Something in his chest crumpled with a pain so vicious, it blotted out the physical abuse he endured on his way to the dungeon. He would never see her again. The dank air of the dungeon hit him at the same time as its damp chill. Darkness swallowed them along with the excited shouts of other prisoners trapped within the bowels of the castle.

      Renault scarcely heard them any more than he did the soldier’s scorn and hatred. Not when his own thoughts roiled with such anguish. Ena would wait for him and he would never come. Their future together had ended before it could even begin. Because of him.

      And if Walter confessed where the cottage was, Bothbury might already know its location. Ena could be in danger.

      The door to the cell was locked with a savage wrench of a key and a shower of spittle in his direction. Renault curled into his mind and recalled every moment with Ena, every curve of her face and husky note of her voice. And then he lowered his head and prayed. For forgiveness from a lord more just than the one he had served on Earth, for Ena’s heart which he would surely break, for her womb to remain empty after the intimacy they had shared, and that she be forever safe.

      A knot tightened in his throat. He had erred greatly on too many levels and soon he would pay for them all.
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      The sun sank like a ball of fire into the breast of the hills beyond. Earlier that day, Ena’s primary concern had been bringing up the idea of her marriage to Bran. She’d worked up the courage on several occasions, venturing so far as to strike up a conversation with him.

      But as soon as the words formed themselves in her mind, the truth that she had fallen for an Englishman and that she intended to marry him, caused her tongue to freeze in her mouth. Aye, Renault had planned to tell Bran with her, but she was Bran’s sister. She shouldn’t need support to have a simple talk with her brother.

      As the day progressed into night, however, those concerns grew into a niggling fear.

      Renault was not coming.

      And Renault was armed with knowledge that could kill Bran and his men. Yet there was more; she didn’t know what had become of the Englishman at her door. Regardless, it would doubtless be deemed treasonous to his own people. No matter how she considered his absence, it did not bode well.

      Bran had already gone to prepare his horse for the battle on the English border. She could sneak into the army of men who would be attacking. She could go to Renault herself.

      And if the reivers were attacked by the English because of information she had delivered into their hands through Renault, then she would die with all of them. As she rightly deserved if she had indeed put them in such danger.

      Mind made up, she dressed in Bran’s old clothes and rushed toward the old pele tower where the men met before battle. She tried to avoid eye contact with anyone as she made her way through the reivers and selected a horse to ride.

      A familiar face caught her eye and her heart went cold in her chest.

      Drake.

      The soldier had been Bran’s most trusted reiver for the better part of three years. The young man was also a valiant defender of, well, everyone. Even though he was little more than a lad himself. He’d taken on the care of his mother and sisters after his father’s death, a burden many would not have accepted.

      If Ena was always hungry, she could only imagine how poorly rations were split by the five of them. Drake was their only chance at survival. And he could die in this battle.

      They could all die.

      She slipped behind two soldiers and made her way around three more, intentionally putting a confusing line between her and Drake so he wouldn’t see her, for she knew without a shadow of a doubt that if he recognized her, he would tell Bran.

      But no hand clapped on her shoulder. No one called her name. In fact, no one seemed to notice or care about her presence.

      Someone gave a shout at the head of the small army. The men swung onto their horses and rode over the sodden ground toward England. Ena followed suit, but lingered at the rear, keeping pace enough to not be noticed, but not remaining near any one rider either.

      Why had Renault not come? The unpleasant twist to her stomach told her no matter how many justifiable excuses she came up with, none were for anything good. Something was truly amiss.

      The frenzy of the Scottish reivers intensified as they neared the English village. A current of excitement hummed in the air, thick with blood lust. There was no stealth on this raid, no attempt to be silent. Not when their goal was not to sneak and steal, but to attack and kill.

      Of all raids, she should not be on this one. A shiver ran down her spine. In truth, she didn’t like that Bran had joined in it either, though he had not headed the group.

      The galloping horses swept into the village like a wave of death. Screams filled the air; flames licked at roofs and people ran about in a frenzy of chaos. She tried not to look as she rode through. She didn’t want to see the carnage of unarmed men lying on the ground, their bodies slashed open.

      Bile rose in her throat and fear raced over her nerves like forked lightning. Renault. She had to get to his cottage.

      She navigated her way to it, dismounted from her horse and pushed at the door. It was not latched and swung inward to reveal a cold hearth and an empty, shadowed room. Her heart sank low in her stomach. He wasn’t there.

      A woman’s shriek came from the hut next door and cut through the desolation of her discovery. That scream—it was one Ena was far too intimate with. It was a scream of terror, of impending death.

      Suddenly, the terror fled Ena’s body and before she knew she’d made the decision to do so, she was rushing into the cottage, sword raised. As the man’s blade came down, hers rose up in front of the older woman, blocking the blow.

      “Nay!” The word erupted from the depth of Ena’s soul along with a torrent of rage. She shoved the man back, a man she’d seen in the market before, but whose name she did not know. “Ye’ll no’ hurt women or bairns.”

      The man spat at her feet, but he turned and left the hut. The energy drained from Ena’s body as suddenly as it had flooded her, and she sagged back against the wall.

      The woman looked at her, wide blue eyes beneath a frizz of white hair. “You saved me,” she gasped in incredulous wonder. “And you’re a woman. A Scottish woman.”

      Ena nodded her head. “I’m no’ here to kill.”

      The woman shook her head. “Then why?”

      Ena hesitated, weighing her odds. If Renault had gone somewhere to hide, she might put him at risk by mentioning his name. But if something had happened to him…

      “Do ye know Renault?” She kept her question intentionally benign.

      “Aye,” the old woman replied. “He lives in the hut beside me.” She fell silent for a moment and Ena considered pressing her for more information when she volunteered it of her own accord. “He was arrested today, thrown in the dungeon. For helping the Scottish.”

      The dungeon?

      Ena’s knees went soft and she slid farther down the wall. The helm on her head was suddenly too heavy, too constricting where the metal touched her cheeks, her brow. She ripped it off and sucked in a lungful of air to still her spinning thoughts.

      The woman regarded her with a furrowed brow. “Was he helping you?”

      A sob choked from Ena and she nodded. “I love him.”

      A figure shoved through the door suddenly and paused, looking first to the old woman who had frozen in her terror once more, then to Ena. She recognized the man as soon as his familiar gaze landed on her.

      “Ena?” Bran asked with barely tethered anger.

      Ena winced. There was no denying it, not with her helm off. Not when Renault’s life was at risk.

      She straightened from the wall. “I’m here because I’ve fallen in love with an Englishman.”

      He blinked in surprise, then turned to the old woman, as if seeking confirmation. She looked to Ena first, then slowly nodded.

      Bran uttered a curse under his breath. “Get yerself from here now, Ena.”

      “Ye get yerself from here.” She strode toward him. “Ye came here to kill?” She shook her head. “The Bran I know wouldna ever stoop so low.”

      “Get yerself from here, Ena,” he repeated in a low, menacing tone.

      Ena didn’t move. “Only if ye come with me.”

      Bran growled his irritation and grabbed her by the arm, dragging her toward the door. “Bar yer home,” he told the old woman. “And hide.”

      She nodded.

      Bran hauled Ena out of the hut and to her horse, practically throwing her atop the beast. He whistled sharply as he hopped up on his own steed and another reiver emerged from a nearby cottage with a sack in his hand. The man’s blade was free of blood, a gleam of unmarred silvery iron in the moonlight amid a wash of destruction.

      The man rushed over and swung onto his horse. His eyes narrowed at Ena. “I thought I’d seen her,” Drake said. “Forgive me, Bran.”

      “’Tis no’ yer fault.” Bran grabbed the reins and tossed a pointed look at Ena. “She’s good at deceiving.”

      Weeks ago, his words would have sliced into her. But now, with her heart aching for Renault and the awareness of how difficult it would be to break into Kershopefoot Castle to free him, the cut of Bran’s disappointment had lost its sting.
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      The ride back to Scotland was torturous. Ena hadn’t bothered to offer justification for anything as they galloped onto Scottish soil, not when everything in her was weighted down with sorrow.

      Every hoofbeat took her farther from the man she loved, abandoning him to his fate with the English Middle March Warden. She knew little of the man aside from his youth and his wealth. No doubt he’d never gone without food a day in his life. A man both ruthless and cruel—not only to his enemies but to those he considered traitors.

      She also knew Kershopefoot Castle was heavily fortified and not a place she could have entered wearing the gambeson of a Scottish reiver. Even if she had stayed in England, she could have done nothing to help Renault.

      Her only hope would be convincing Bran to aid her. An impossible task to be sure, but one she would not abandon until he agreed.

      They all returned their horses near the pele tower where the valuable animals would be held safe within the stone confines.

      Drake offered a cordial bow to them prior to taking his leave, bidding them good evening as he traversed the path to his cottage with a bag slung over his shoulder.

      Bran scowled at Ena and together they walked over the moonlit landscape to their own small hut. “I told ye no’ to come on any more raids.” He gave a heavy sigh. “This one was an especially poor choice.”

      Ena’s angry frustration simmered under the surface. She knew she ought to let it lie, but she could no sooner keep quiet than she could cool her ire. “How could ye do it, Bran?” she demanded. “Ye did to those people what the English have done to us.”

      “It isna what ye think,” he said gruffly.

      “Did ye kill women?” she pressed. “Children?” Her voice caught.

      “Enough,” he growled.

      They stopped in front of their home and Bran took a key from his pouch.

      “I’m disappointed in ye.” Her voice was thick with emotion, but she pushed her words around the ache in her throat. “And I’m disappointed in Drake. He’s always behaved like a knight until this moment.”

      Tears burned in her eyes. Drake’s father had been an English knight before being killed in battle. What would he think to see his son brought so low? And by Bran’s influence.

      Bran unlocked the door and carefully pushed through. He’d reinforced the doorframe on the flimsy wall, but the thick plaster was still drying. Moggy bounded over to them like a trained pup and immediately began twisting herself around Bran’s ankles as he walked.

      Ena followed behind him. “Say something.”

      “I dinna kill anyone.” He threw the bag he’d been carrying onto the table. “Look inside.”

      She hesitated, but he nodded encouragingly. He turned his back to her and crouched by the hearth to light a fire while she curiously drew open the large leather sack. A loaf of bread sat on top. A pouch of peas was beneath it, with handfuls of loose barley shifting around through the horde like pearls.

      She shook her head. “This is all food.”

      “And ye’re practically starving.” Bran straightened in front of the now lit fire and opened his hands out to its heat. Moggy gave a pathetic mew and he lifted her into his arms, scratching her behind the ears as she liked best. “We both are. ’Tis why I agreed to go. Drake too.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I dinna agree with the slaughter of Kershopefoot’s villagers, but the reivers were going regardless of my opinion. The dead canna eat, so Drake and I agreed to join in to collect food from the homes.”

      Ena lost her battle to hold back her tears as they trailed down her cheeks. “’Tis more than we can eat.”

      “Aye, it’s for Drake too.” Bran gave a sad little smile. “He was so busy protecting every woman and bairn he found, he didn’t get much for his family. The lad damn near died saving a dog.”

      “Too many died.” Her voice choked.

      “More would have, were it no’ for us.” Bran got to his feet. “And for ye. I presume ye saved that woman.”

      Ena nodded.

      Bran approached and selected a loaf of bread from the sack. “This Englishman ye spoke of…tell me about him.” He set Moggy down, split the loaf in half and gave her one side. They’d learned a long time ago not to consume an entire loaf on their own when their stomachs were empty.

      “His name is Renault.” She savored his name on her tongue for a moment before going on with the story of how they’d met and what had transpired between them, omitting the intimacy they’d shared. She even mentioned how he’d attacked one of his own to save her and how he’d been arrested for his act of valor.

      “I thought if we went to Kerr, he could aid us,” Ena concluded. After all, the Scottish Middle March Warden was forever trying to capture control of the English Middle March. “I know he’s wanted ye to work for him for years now.”

      Bran shook his head. “I canna do it, Ena. I’ll no’ do the things he would bid me do in his name.” A muscle worked in his jaw. “If ye think what was done in the English village were cruel, it pales in comparison to what that man would use me for.”

      “Nay.” Ena clasped his forearm with her free hand. “I dinna want that for ye. No’ now or ever.”

      He scoffed. “Nothing that bastard could do would make me work for him.” The lines of determination on his face softened. “Ye truly love this Englishman?”

      Ena drew in a shaky breath and released his arm. “I do.”

      “’Tis illegal for English and Scottish to wed.” He bit into the loaf of bread and chewed.

      “’Tis done often enough without consequence.” She set her share of the loaf on the table, unable to eat it. Not when her stomach churned so badly.

      She sank into the chair and reached for Moggy, desperate for comfort of some kind. The cat stared at her, unmoving, before flopping over Bran’s feet.

      He tilted his head in silent acknowledgment to what Ena had said. “It doesna mean marriage to an Englishman would be without risk.”

      “I know.”

      He took another bite of his bread and chewed it thoughtfully. His eyes narrowed at her. “Ye’ll go without me to save him.”

      It wasn’t even a question. He knew her too well.

      She nodded, resolute. “Aye.”

      He sighed and returned the remainder of his bread to the pot, moving slowly so as to liberate his feet from Moggy. “We’d best go now then.”

      Ena’s heart stammered its beat. “Now?”

      “Did ye want to wait?” He lifted his brows.

      “Nay, but I dinna…” Emotion tightened in her throat again. “I mean, I had hoped, but I dinna expect ye to actually offer to help. I thought I’d have to beg ye.”

      “I’ll no’ ever leave ye to fight a battle without me, Ena.” He ruffled her hair. “Ye know that.”

      Ena swallowed and nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

      “I’ve some English armor that I stole.” He opened a chest set against the back wall near their beds and rummaged about. “I thought we might use it to surprise them.” He shrugged. “I guess we will now, aye?”

      Ena grinned at him. “Aye, we will.”

      As soon as they were dressed in the armor, they were on their way back into England with a plan at the ready. Bran had predicted the guards would be preoccupied with the remnants of the attack. She hoped he was correct.

      They skirted the village by way of the surrounding forest. Even there, the odor of blood and death was apparent beneath the smoke from burning homes and the natural, wet earth of the woods.

      Englishmen ran about like ants from a kicked hill. But then, their hill had been kicked, hadn’t it? By Scots who had exacted upon their enemies what had been done to them. War was ugly, with no winners. Not when everyone lost so much.

      Bran put a hand up and stopped. “Here.” They dismounted and tied their horses to a nearby tree. He led her to the forest’s edge, stopping when they were concealed by the shadows, and scanned the area.

      The English armor Ena wore held the musty odor of stale sweat and the helm was too big. But it was a worthy disguise. They could manage their way into the castle. Hopefully into the dungeons.

      To Renault.

      “Now.” Bran strode out from the thick brush, his pace causal.

      Ena followed suit, mimicking his gait. He had said to act normal, as though they belonged there. In general, people constantly glancing over one’s shoulders were the ones to get caught.

      Ena didn’t even think it was possible to look over her shoulder without the helm twirling around backward on her face. Even with her world wobbling about in the narrow vision of her visor, she managed to keep up with her brother.

      Kershopefoot Castle rose up before them, mere steps away. Her heart slammed with force, pumping energy into her veins. If Bran’s plan didn’t work, they’d be captured. No one would rescue Renault. They would all be put to death.

      Her rapid breathing echoed in the metal helm, reverberating in her ears and fueling her panic. They strode past several men running toward the village.

      “Tell them we need more men outside,” one said as he passed Bran.

      Bran nodded, then caught the arm of the first man he saw. “More men are needed out front,” he said in gruff voice that mimicked the English accent. He’d used it before in mockery of English lords, to elicit a laugh or two from his reivers.

      Now, it was a way to keep them safe.

      They continued walking casually without calling notice. They did this straight through the castle’s entrance, through halls with more opulence than Ena had ever seen. Tapestries glittered on the wall with gilt thread, fires were lit in every hearth—even ones with no one nearby to enjoy the heat—and carved wood furniture sat in the hallway, polished to a high gleam. Why would anyone even need a table in a hallway?

      More than anything was the heavy scent of roasting meat and baking bread that hung in the air like sin. And it was sinful the way the rich lived, how they had so much.

      Another turn led them down a dark hallway to where the dungeon gaped open. She was unsure how Bran knew the way with such certainty but didn’t dare ask. He stopped in front of a wooden door and pressed the latch. It swung open to reveal a staircase that descended into pitch black. A damp, dank smell rose from it, like the icy breath of an unnatural beast.

      Bran lifted a torch from its sconce and lifted his brows at her. Without needing to say a word, she knew he was seeking her confirmation that she was prepared for whatever they might find. For there was no guarantee Renault would be alive. He might have been tortured; left for dead, broken and bleeding.

      Ena steeled herself and nodded. She was ready.
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      A battle waged outside. One of complete devastation, if Renault’s estimation was correct. No doubt it was the one Ena had mentioned in her warning the day before.

      The screams had drifted down to his cell when the door to the top of the stairs had been opened, and the guards had been far too eager to abandon their stations. Too bad they hadn’t bothered to unlock the door before their departure.

      He gave a sardonic chuckle at his own hopelessly wishful thought. A stream of light cut through the darkness from above where the door upstairs had been opened. Someone was coming. The smile on his lips died and he pushed himself to his feet.

      Whatever it was, if they’d come for him, he would be ready. After all, he had no doubt this attack would be laid at his feet.

      A large man made his way downstairs with a shorter one following him. The torch in the larger one’s hand was brighter than anything Renault had seen since his arrest. It momentarily blinded him with a flash of pain. He winced and narrowed his eyes. Only then did he notice they both still wore their helms.

      “Is that him?” The taller of the two pointed to him.

      The other gasped. “Aye.”

      Renault’s breath came faster. This was it. The men would drag him from his cell and hang him amid the burning homes and dead from the Scottish raid.

      He squared his feet, determined to face his death like a man.

      Ena.

      Her name whispered through his mind like a tender caress that brought with it a flood of memories. All at once, she was alive in his mind, beautiful and strong and perfect. He would never see her again, feel her again, kiss her again. He would never have the opportunity to tell her he loved her.

      It was then his composure nearly snapped. Because for the first time in his life, he realized the honor he had been seeking hadn’t awaited him the form of a guard’s position at Kershopefoot Castle. It had been with something pure, such as having a family, and being in love.

      The truest form of honor was having others to care for and to be taken care of. He had it at his fingertips for only a split second before it’d been swiped away.

      The tall guard approached and put a key into the lock. Nay, not a key. A dagger.

      Renault hadn’t eaten anything after consuming the half-mug of ale at the tavern. Hunger left his head swimming and confusion rattled around amidst the fogginess of his thoughts. Why would a guard be using a dagger to open his cell?

      A metallic click came from the door and it swung inward. The larger guard turned from him and the other guard rushed in. Renault tensed, preparing for an assault. Until the guard spoke.

      “Renault.” The voice was sweet, feminine and melodic with its Scottish burr. Familiar.

      He staggered toward her; fearful his mind was playing tricks on him. Too scared to even hope. And yet, he had to know for certain. “Ena?”

      The soldier pulled the helm off and her lovely face came into view, her hair falling in messy waves where the strands had pulled free from her plait. “Renault. We’ve come to save ye.”

      “How did you—?”

      “No’ now.” The larger guard appeared once more with a man behind him, a Scotsman who had been captured the day before and hadn’t been put to death yet. “Put yer helm on, Ena. We must go.”

      Renault caught her face in his hands and kissed her soft, warm lips before helping her put the helm back on. He wanted more. He wanted to pull her into his arms, to reassure himself that she was there. He wanted to savor all of her and tell her that he loved her, what she meant to him.

      Only there was no time, not when every second could mean their discovery.

      The man who’d come with her was already moving toward the stairs. “We must go now.”

      “We’ll follow Bran.” Ena looked in the man’s direction and the helm wobbled on her head.

      Bran. Her brother. Gratitude welled in Renault’s chest. He had an idea of what it had taken for her brother to put his life at risk to save a man he had always considered his enemy.

      Ena took Renault’s hand in hers, clasping the chill of his fingers in the heat of her palm. Moments before he’d thought never to see Ena again, let alone face the possibility of a future with her once more.

      Bran paused at the top of the stairs and hesitated where the door remained cracked open. Renault understood his caution. It would be far more difficult to escape with two prisoners than it had been to come in dressed as English soldiers.

      “Ye have to pretend to be my prisoner,” Ena said under her breath.

      Renault nodded in understanding. If they encountered any guards, it would be a ruse that would at least get them outside the curtain walls. Hopefully.

      Bran waved his hand and the four of them eased quietly from the dungeon and down the hall.

      They continued thus through the castle, the halls absent the usual number of guards. The attack must have been detrimental to the village for the castle to be so devoid of protection. Bran held up his hand suddenly and drew back. They all pressed against a nearby wall. Footsteps echoed down the distance of the hall.

      “I want them all dead.” Renault recognized the Earl of Bothbury’s voice. “We got enough information on the Scottish Middle March from Renault before the bastard was a traitor to his own people.”

      Renault’s blood turned to ice and three sets of eyes fixed on him, bright with accusation.

      Shite.

      He looked down at Ena’s wounded expression where she stared up at him with doe-like eyes from beneath her overlarge helm. It wasn’t difficult to guess she wanted his reassurance that he hadn’t deceived them as well.

      And he couldn’t give it to her.

      For the six months before she’d met him, he had been spying on Scotland. Every day of those six months, he had spied on her and her people. He opened his mouth, but it was impossible to speak, not without revealing their location.

      There was a flash of hurt in her stare before she shifted it from him, blocking him from being able to read her expression. Not that he needed to see her. He could feel her emotions radiating off her. The hurt. The betrayal. The uncertainty in having trusted him. Mayhap even regret for having come to his rescue.

      The footsteps drew nearer, and they all pushed back against the wall as if it could somehow absorb them. Ena slipped a dagger from her belt and held it clutched in her fist.

      “On the morrow.” Bothbury’s voice was on the other side of the wall now. “I don’t care that they’ll be expecting it. I want nearly every soldier there. Send a call to arms to my deputy and have him bring his men as well.” The volume of his voice faded as he turned down the other side of the hall.

      Renault let a slow exhale of relief whisper free. If Bothbury had turned left instead of right, they would have all been discovered.

      Once it was apparent no one else remained in the hallway, they continued on. Ena and Bran could have left him behind after what they’d heard, but they did not. Even if he deserved to be abandoned. Most would have left him as the traitor he was. Not only to his own people, but to the country he’d sided with.

      The remainder of their journey out of the castle was without incident. They passed through the large doors out into the bailey, leaving them vulnerable with nowhere to hide. Fully exposed.

      They couldn’t walk fast, lest they call more attention to themselves. Instead, they kept their pace slow as each agonizing second scraped by.

      “What are you doing with those prisoners?” A voice demanded.

      The group of four froze as three soldiers strode swiftly in their direction. Renault’s heart dragged down into his stomach.

      They’d been caught.
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      Ena froze at the approaching soldiers, unsure of what to do. In the end, it was Bran who took charge.

      “I didn’t tell you to look up,” he growled in his English accent at the Scotsman and Renault.

      They both immediately dropped their gazes to the ground, appearing to be little more than chastened criminals on their way to be put to death. Ena recognized the Scot as Duncan—a man Bran frequently worked with during raids.

      “That’s Renault.” One of the English soldiers gestured.

      Ena gritted her teeth. Renault had betrayed his own people to save her, but before that, he’d been spying on their village. His observations were what had caused so much destruction, resulting in burned homes and destroyed lives. An ache blazed in her heart, put there by the Earl of Bothbury’s words, and the truth of it was confirmed in Renault’s worried expression.

      “Aye,” Bran said. “’Tis Renault. That’s why I’m dragging the bastard to be strung up in the village square.” Bran smirked, shifting his weight casually to one side. “Let the people who have suffered see him agonize too, eh?”

      The bulkier of the three men narrowed his eyes. “Did the Warden give his permission?”

      “You think I’d take them without it?” Bran snorted. “If so, you don’t know the Earl of Bothbury’s wrath.”

      The man grunted and nodded, which seemed to placate the other two.

      Ena’s breath slowly exhaled from her chest, but it did little to calm her galloping heart. She would not allow her worries to be allayed until they were back in Scotland. Only then would they be safe.

      Bran didn’t bother waiting for the men’s acquiescence. He strode away from the English soldiers and shoved Duncan’s back, so the man stumbled forward. Ena did the same to Renault, pushing him to make him move onward. Only she hadn’t done it hard enough, and Renault had to play up the action to make her look more aggressive.

      They marched past the curtain wall and out into the stretch of land that connected the village with the castle.

      Freedom.

      They needed only make their way discreetly to the left where the horses were—

      “Halt.” The men charged after them.

      “What?” Bran snarled with impatience.

      “They’re not bound.” The bulky man pointed to Renault’s unsecured wrists.

      “Heaven help the man who runs from me.” Bran turned from him once more.

      “The Warden insists all prisoners be bound,” the Englishman replied. “Always.”

      “Then go talk to him,” Bran tossed over his shoulder.

      Regardless of Bran’s nonchalant demeanor, something hovered in the air, ripe with tension. Ena’s hand went for her dagger before she realized what she was doing, the movement hidden from view as Renault stood in front of her.

      “Halt,” the Englishman bellowed to Bran.

      Bran continued to walk. The hiss of a blade clearing its scabbard, however, stopped him mid-step.

      “I’d put that away if I were you,” Bran said, his voice low and menacing.

      “Get the Scot,” the Englishman said to one man before turning to the other. “Kill Renault.”

      The three of them rushed as one, blades flashing in the moonlight and reflecting the blaze of the fires still burning within the village.

      “No’ if we kill ye first,” Bran roared, dropping his English ruse.

      “Scots,” the larger man cried out. Bran raced toward him, sword drawn. The blades clashed in a ring of metal as the other two men rushed toward Ena, Duncan and Renault.

      Quickly, she grabbed her second dagger and pushed it into Renault’s hand. He accepted it, having only enough time to nod his thanks before the men were upon them.

      Duncan moved with haste, jabbing with a dagger Bran must have given him. But Ena could not watch the rest of the fight, not when their own opponent lunged at them with an arcing blade.

      Renault ducked from the blow and shoved her farther behind him.

      “Nay,” she cried out. “I willna let him kill ye.”

      “Is this why you turned your back on England?” The English soldier’s lips peeled back from his lips. “For your Scottish whore?”

      Renault roared with rage and charged at the man, which is exactly what the Englishman had intended. He lifted a rock over his head and brought it down on Renault’s temple before the dagger could slice him.

      Renault crumpled to the ground and did not move. Ena’s heart squeezed in the grip of terror.

      The Englishman lifted his sword high, preparing to strike Renault where he lay. Ena lunged forward, putting herself between Renault and the weapon. She tried to draw up her dagger, but there hadn’t been enough time to catch the sword by the hilt and stop its descent.

      The tip of the blade raked down her left shoulder and ripped a trail of fire upon her right hip. A scream filled the air, raw and primitive. Her scream.

      She sprang at him before he could bring his sword up to protect himself. The sharp edge of her dagger slid into his throat and eased through his skin. A choking sound gagged from him and a splash of hot blood gushed out over her hands. The soldier staggered back; his eyes wide with shock.

      It wasn’t until he pitched backward that she realized she’d been using him to remain upright. She fell with him, landing on top of him.

      “Ena,” Bran’s voice cried out.

      She pushed at the ground to rise, but though her arms were strong enough, the wound sapped her of the strength in her torso. Her body shuddered and she collapsed on the dead Englishman once more.

      “Ena.” This time the voice was Renault.

      Her mouth formed his name, but the sound was weak in her ears. Gentle hands rolled her over into the cradle of strong arms. The world was on fire in the distance, golden red flames and thick plumes of smoke. That fire burned all through her, white hot in its merciless intensity. Renault’s shadow hovered over her.

      “Ena.” His voice was tense with emotion. “Ena, I’m so sorry.”

      She tried to reply, but the pain of her wound was too great. It made her mind shriek with a shrillness that blotted out all other actions.

      Renault had spied for the English Middle March Warden, aye, but that was before they met. Before they knew one another, and their prejudices fell away. She wanted to tell him how she’d understood—how he’d made her believe in a future and how he’d given her life purpose beyond making meager rations into meals to survive on.

      And she wanted to tell him that she loved him.

      Her lips parted, but no words came out.

      His mouth moved with speech that came from somewhere far away, distorted by her all-consuming pain.

      She was too weak to touch him. Too weak to speak. Too weak to even stave off the velvety pull of sleep. Though she tried to fight it, her lids closed, and she slid into a place where she could no longer hurt.
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      Renault’s head throbbed with a pounding ache that beat in time with his heart. It didn’t matter. Nothing did.

      Nothing except Ena.

      She was motionless in his arms, her gambeson split open by the man’s blade. Blood glistened in the moonlight along her chest. So much blood.

      “Ena.” Bran fell to his knees beside Renault. He reached for his sister, his hand trembling as he pressed it to her neck. “She’s still alive. We have to get her to a healer.”

      Bran helped Renault to standing, which only made the pain in his head worse. Regardless, Renault held Ena’s scant weight in his arms and they all hastened into the forest before someone could happen upon the bodies of the men. Three horses awaited them. Bran helped get Ena onto one with Renault, then he and the Scot mounted the other two.

      A shout came from somewhere in the distance. An alarm. The bodies had been found.

      Renault held tight to Ena, mindful of her injuries, and nudged the horse onward as fast as he dared. Bran and the Scot kept pace with him, ready to protect Ena with their lives.

      Renault didn’t need anyone in front to guide him. Over the course of the past several months, he had learned every mile thanks to the countless times he had visited the various places in the Scottish Middle March—including Castleton. His stomach twisted. How many attacks had he been responsible for with the knowledge he’d provided?

      The coppery aroma of Ena’s blood mingled with her sweet, familiar scent and dug deep into his heart. He couldn’t lose her. Not before he’d had a chance to tell her how sorry he was for the times he’d betrayed Scotland. Not before he could tell her how much he truly loved her.

      Anger whipped through him. Why had she come to England to save him? She should have let him die for his crimes. She ought to have moved on with her life.

      In the distance, hooves thumped steadily over the earth. They needed to go faster. He held tighter to Ena and gritted his teeth as he increased his horse’s speed. Bran looked to him and nodded in silent understanding.

      Ena leaned limply against Renault, her arms swinging with each step of the horse, more lifeless than he’d allow himself to admit.

      The early gray light of predawn touched the sky. They were nearly through the forest, nearly to Scotland.

      A horse broke through the forest at Renault’s side. He snapped his attention left to face his opponent. And found Walter.

      His friend regarded Ena and his brow furrowed. “Is she…?”

      “Nay,” Renault growled.

      Bran charged forward, but Renault shook his head to hold him back. Walter’s horse matched pace with Renault’s as he looked over his shoulder at the sound of racing hooves before returning his attention to Renault.

      “I didn’t want to tell them you’d struck me, Renault. They forced me to.” A muscle worked in Walter’s jaw. “They said someone saw and if I didn’t confess, then I’d be in the dungeon with you.”

      Renault shook his head. “’Tis fine.”

      “It’s not,” Walter countered angrily. “When ye return to Scotland, burn the house she lives in.” He fixed his stare on Renault, his expression earnest and fierce. “Leave something for me to take back to prove you were both in there. A charred ribbon, a bloody gambeson…”

      Renault nodded even as he inwardly cringed. Ena and Bran would lose their home because of him.

      He would make it up to them. Once Renault dug up the coin that he’d buried in the outskirts of Kershopefoot, he’d have enough to repay them for their losses.

      “Thank you, Walter,” said Renault. “I owe you.”

      “I know.” His friend winked at him, then considered Ena once more. “Have a good life, Renault. For both of us.” He gave a thoughtful smile, the one given by someone when they know they’ll never see that person again. “Go on. I’ll hold them back.”

      Renault nodded at his friend, expressing as much gratitude in the motion as was possible. Walter returned the simple sentiment and raced back in the direction of the castle and the men who followed Renault.

      Within minutes, they passed over the border and the hoofbeats disappeared behind them.

      “Stay with me, Ena,” Renault whispered against her hair. “Stay with me, my love.”

      She did not reply.

      Her silence clamped at his chest.

      He wanted to say more, but it was too difficult to speak when he had to concentrate on holding her, on traveling at a speed that would not cause further injury to her wounds. They were so close to the healer’s cottage. So damn close, but too far away for his liking.

      He increased his horse’s speed slightly, eager to get Ena to help. Bran and the Scot raced ahead, no doubt to wake the healer.

      By the time Renault arrived, a young woman with light blonde hair was waiting by the door. She waved him in and bade him settle Ena onto a pallet. Herbs hung from the rafters like sleeping bats and the scent of the drying plants filled the air with a clean spiciness.

      Renault stared down at Ena, unable to remove himself from her side. She lay still, blood staining her ruined gambeson. He couldn’t tell how much, but it was enough to leave her unmoving. Enough to leave her pale as death.

      That last realization caught at his throat, a forceful knot that ached so much, he could barely croak out the worst question in his life. “Is she still alive?”

      Another woman, older than the first, knelt down beside Ena and put her fingers to her throat. “Aye.”

      Heat tingled in his eyes and it became difficult to speak.

      She glanced up at Renault. “Ye need to leave us now.”

      He didn’t reply. He couldn’t. Instead, he slowly backed toward the door as the older woman pulled at the ties of the gambeson and issued orders for a pot to be set on the fire to boil.

      It was the younger woman who finally approached Renault where he stood rooted in the doorway, and lightly set a hand to his shoulder to guide him out. “Ye must let us work to save her life.”

      “I love her,” he choked out.

      She regarded Ena, studying her with thoughtful concentration as if listening to something no one else could hear. “She loves ye as well.” A soft smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “Her heart is verra strong. I am certain she will be well.”

      The touch at his shoulder turned to pressure. “Please.”

      With that, he had no choice but to leave the cottage and allow the door to close between him and the woman he loved.

      Outside, Bran glared at him. “How did they let ye stay inside for so long, but no’ me?”

      “They had to make me leave,” Renault conceded.

      “Is she…” Bran searched the air, as if seeking the right word. “Is she…”

      “Nay.”

      Bran scrubbed a hand over his face, but it didn’t clear away the tears watering in his eyes.

      “That should be me in there,” Renault said, finally speaking the truth. “She saved me and now…”

      “And she’d do it again and again and again, the stubborn lass.” Bran swallowed. “I’d say I shouldna have let her go, but short of tying her up, I knew she wouldna be held back from ye.”

      “I didn’t want that.” Renault shook his head. “I didn’t want—” His voice broke.

      Bran nodded in understanding and clasped an arm over Renault’s shoulder, drawing him in as a brother. Even as his sister hovered at death’s door, Bran did not blame Renault. It was better than Renault deserved.

      Ena was better than he deserved. And he was helpless to do anything but wait while the healers fought to save her life.
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      It hurt to breathe. Ena shifted and a burning sensation sizzled over her torso.

      “Ye dinna need to move,” a woman said.

      Ena squinted her eyes open to find Efric, the old village healer, smiling down at her. “I fed ye a tea that will help with the discomfort. It will only take a few minutes before ye feel the effects.”

      “Why do I need a tea?” Ena tried to sit up and the pain increased.

      “Dinna try to sit up,” Efric cautioned. “Ye were injured. Were it no’ for the gambeson ye wore, ye’d be dead.”

      The gambeson? Ena’s concentrated on the women’s words. A memory flashed in her mind. A blade, coming down. Not on her, but on Renault. She’d jumped in front of him, in front of the sword as it connected with her body.

      She shuddered as she recalled how it had sliced through the gambeson and cut into her flesh, the injury reminiscent of the attack when she’d been a young girl. “Renault?” she asked.

      “I’m assuming ye mean the handsome Englishman that hasna left my doorstep since ye came here two days ago.” Efric chuckled. “Between him and Bran fussing about us like old women, I’m surprised we were able to get ye fully stitched.”

      Ena lifted her head to see her own body, clad in a simple, homespun kirtle. A neat row of tiny, careful stitches peeked from the neckline of the dress.

      Efric shook her head. “Dinna worry, lass. I tried to keep ye from scarring as best I could. Better than the injury ye sustained before, at least.”

      Ena’s face heated, but Efric rubbed her hand with the quiet comfort of a mother. “In a month or two, ye’ll be fine,” she said.

      All at once, a soothing warmth melted over her body and took away the worst of the pain. Tension Ena hadn’t realized she’d been holding relaxed.

      “Ach, the tea appears to be taking effect.” The healer nodded, as if confirming her observation to herself. “Ye can let them in, Afrid.”

      Efric’s granddaughter opened the door to the hut and waved in Renault and Bran. The men both rushed to Ena, faces lined with concern.

      Efric moved back with an exasperated shake of her head. “I told ye lads, she’s fine.”

      “Are ye?” Bran asked.

      Ena nodded. “Ye saved me again.”

      “No’ this time.” Bran looked to Renault. “He carried ye the whole way back to Scotland. We dinna think…” He swallowed and shifted his gaze to the floor.

      Renault. Her heart flipped inside her battered body.

      “Ye should know better than that. I wouldna go down so easy.” Ena grinned at her brother. “I’m too damn stubborn.”

      “And I thank the good Lord for it.” Bran ruffled her hair with a lighter hand than usual, as if he feared breaking her. “I promise to no’ ever let anything happen to ye again, Ena. I’ll always protect ye.”

      “As will I.” Renault stepped forward and took her hand.

      Bran shifted back, smiled at Ena once more and muttered something about checking on Maribel and Moggy before slipping out of the hut. The healers made themselves scarce as well, leaving Ena alone with Renault.

      “Ye saved my life,” Ena said.

      Renault shook his head. “I endangered it. You saved mine. Ena, you risked yourself. I’m not…” He took a deep, steadying breath. “I’m not worth the cost of your life. You could have been killed. You nearly were.”

      “But ye made sure I was taken to the healer to be cared for.” She reached for him. “I would do it again for ye, Renault. I love ye.”

      “I love you too, Ena.” His eyes filled with tears and he looked away. “I don’t deserve your love, but I can’t help wanting it. I spied on Scotland for months before we met. I can scarcely allow myself to think what that must have resulted in. I never want to do it again.”

      “Ye spied on Scotland when ye dinna know better.” Ena ran her finger over the bumps of the knuckles on his hand. “And ye stopped as soon as ye realized we werena all that bad.” She winked. “Renault, ye’ve done things in yer past ye’re ashamed of. We all have. But ye learned who we were, ye kept our secrets, and ye’ve saved us. That is honorable.”

      “Honorable?” Renault scoffed.

      “Aye.” Ena squeezed his hand with emphasis. “Ye are a man of honor.”

      He looked away. “Your home had to be burned down. My boyhood friend is helping us and took my bloody gambeson and a ruined sark of yours to the English Middle March Warden, claiming to have killed us. Bran has sought permission to relocate us all near Hermitage Castle to ensure our safety. But we’re free, Ena. They won’t look for us there, especially since they think we’re dead.”

      “Then we’ll be safe,” Ena said with relief. Doubt, however, nibbled at the back of her mind as she recalled why Bran stayed away from the Scottish Middle March Warden. She only hoped he hadn’t had to make a deal with Kerr to save them.

      She closed her eyes, clearing her thoughts. Bran would never work with that man. He’d already vowed not to. Her fears were unfounded.

      With the dismissal of such bleak musings, a new realization dawned on her—a future, her future. Marriage, a home with Renault. Mayhap even children.

      “You’re crying.” Renault gently stroked her cheek, swiping at a tear.

      She opened her eyes. “Ye gave me a future to look forward to.” Her cheeks went hot as she realized how foolish her words must have sounded. “I was too afraid to even hope for one for so long,” she stammered by way of explanation.

      Renault gave a sound between a laugh and a sob and returned his attention to her. “I felt the same way, Ena. Before you.”

      “I want to marry ye, Renault,” she replied. “I want to have a life with ye.”

      He stroked a hand down her cheek. The sensation of his callused fingers tenderly stroking her once more soothed the ache in her soul. She sighed wistfully and reveled in the feel of him.

      “I will be here to help you through your recovery, and when you’re fully healed, then we can be wed.” His mouth closed over hers briefly in an affectionate kiss that touched her soul. “I love you, Ena.”

      She only hoped her recovery would go faster than Efric had suggested. Two months to wait to wed seemed far, far too long. Still, she gave in to the kiss and whispered against Renault’s lips, “And I love ye.”
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      Indeed, her recovery did take two months. But Renault kept them from feeling endless. He was by her side, helping her heal from the first time she sat up to her initial steps after bedrest.

      More than that, he and Bran worked together to build new waddle and daub homes near the protection of Hermitage Castle. Additionally, Bran reassured her that no deal with Kerr was struck to allow their relocation. He’d also informed her that the costly door had been removed from their cottage before it was burned and was already being built into the new home.

      And while the men built the new homes, Efric and Afrid helped Ena make plans for a small, intimate wedding.
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      The morning of Renault’s marriage to Ena dawned with a stunning sunrise that streaked the sky with shades of pink and violet and orange—a promise for the happiness that stretched ahead of them. Renault had taken his time dressing with care before making his way to the small kirk at the center of the village.

      People nodded to him in greeting as he passed. They had loathed him when he’d first arrived, but Bran and Drake’s support had helped people come to accept his presence. Apparently, his care of Ena had encouraged even more trust. At least per Efric.

      Not that he’d done it for them. It had all been for Ena, who had shown unflinching bravery and fortitude every day of her recovery.

      He stopped in front of the kirk’s doors and pushed them inward. They swung closed behind him as he took in the sweet decorations of spring flowers dotting the pews as golden light streamed in from the open windows. The members of the congregation turned in his direction. He recognized the healers, Drake and his mother and three sisters, as well as several other villagers who knew Ena and Renault well.

      The doors were pushed open behind him a minute later and Ena entered. All at once, everything faded from his view as his bride-to-be made her way down the aisle toward him.

      Her hair was unbound and fell in soft waves down her back. The blue gown she wore accentuated the healthy rosy hue of her cheeks and lips. She kept her brown eyes locked on him as she made her way toward him without so much as a limp.

      She had worked with tireless resolve to walk normally again, practicing again and again despite the painful stretch at her healing wound. It took days of fortitude, but she was driven and after a sennight, all the discomfort had subsided, and she was able to walk once more without aid.

      His chest puffed with pride. She was fierce and determined and strong beyond measure. And she was to be his wife.

      Together, they stood before the priest and swore vows that tied them together forever. When it was done and the priest had declared them united in marriage, Renault cupped Ena’s face in his hands and kissed her chastely, sealing their love for all to see. The celebration afterward was held at the village center and all were invited to join in the revelry.

      The best part to Renault, however, was when it was all over and he and Ena made their way to the hut Bran had helped him build during Ena’s recovery.

      “Are you nervous?” Renault asked.

      “To see the house?” She lifted a brow. “Did ye no’ build it correctly?”

      He chuckled. “You know Bran would never let that happen.”

      He withdrew a key from his pocket and opened the expensive lock. Luckily, he’d been able to reclaim without issue the chest of coins he’d buried on the outskirts of Kershopefoot. The lifetime of coin he’d been saving up had afforded enough to provide materials for both their cottage and Bran’s.

      Ena stroked the sturdy wooden door and smiled gratefully up at him. “Thank ye.” She bit her lip and glanced discreetly at Bran’s house several cottages over.

      Renault immediately knew her fears and addressed them. “Bran took the door from your own home at my insistence.”

      Her eyes widened. “Ye mean, this…”

      “Aye.” Renault smiled at his beautiful wife. “This is a new one for us. I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe, Ena,” he said earnestly.

      “I know.” She went on tiptoe and kissed him.

      Arousal heated through his body at the touch of her lips. He’d wanted to show her everything in their new home—the cupboards he’d built, the small stable off to the side where Maribel had a posy of spring flowers tucked at her collar. But he found his mouth on Ena’s, unable to stop kissing her.

      They’d refrained from any intimacy until this moment to ensure Ena would be fully recovered. And to quell Ena’s concern that Bran would find out and kill Renault before they could be wed.

      Renault pulled Ena inside their cottage. “Welcome home, my love.”

      She looked around with pleasure shining bright in her eyes. She exclaimed over the furnishings, the kitchen stocked with bread and beans and even a side of smoked venison.

      “’Tis perfect.” She beamed at him. “Thank ye.”

      “You’re perfect, my love.” He pulled her toward him and kissed her soundly.

      “I love ye, Renault,” she whispered. Beautiful words from a beautiful woman that he would savor every day of his life.

      “And I love you,” he replied with every bit of his heart and soul.

      She leaned back from him. “This is more than I ever could have imagined.”

      “Aye, it is for me as well,” he agreed. Because despite the strife between the English and Scottish, regardless of having once been enemies and how risky a marriage was between citizens of the two countries, they had surpassed such trials together.

      At each other’s sides, they were starting a future neither had ever dared to hope for. One filled with anticipation for each new day and happiness that soothed their past hurts. For together, the broken pieces of themselves became whole, the world lay at their feet and love truly would conquer all.
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      Thank you for reading ENA’S SURRENDER! Know that I read all of my reviews and love hearing from my readers. Please consider leaving a review for this book.

      

      Did you love Bran in this story? I confess, I did! He gets his own story in the first of my Borderland Ladies series in MARIN’S PROMISE where Ena’s decision to marry an Englishman land Bran right where Kerr wanted him…

      

      
        
        MARIN’S PROMISE

      

        

      
        Bran Davidson’s sister will die if he refuses to take Werrick Castle by force.

        Lady Marin Barrington will defend her castle at any cost, even if it means killing the man who took it.

        In a world where desperation and love dictate the lives of many, a simple promise can change the tide of favor and open the door to pleasure and danger alike.

      

      

      
        
        Get MARIN’S PROMISE now

      

      

      Continue reading for a preview read of the first chapter of MARIN’S PROMISE, Book 1 of my Borderland Ladies series!

      

      Make sure you join my newsletter to stay up to date on the latest Borderland Rebels news. Sign up today and get a FREE download THE HIGHLANDER’S CHALLENGE.

      
        
        http://hyperurl.co/MMNL
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        MARIN’S PROMISE

        Chapter 1

      

      

      
        
        July 1333

        Brampton, England

      

      

      

      Lady Marin Barrington was used to attacks from the reivers. As the eldest daughter to the third Earl of Werrick, the English West March Warden, she was even used to acting as his unofficial constable in his absence.

      Threat of an impending battle in Berwick had resulted in the earl bringing a majority of his forces with him to go to King Edward’s side. The remaining soldiers looked to her for guidance, to ensure the people within the castle remained properly defended and safe.

      The castle had not been breached, not in the last eleven years when the last raid forced them to erect fortified curtain walls so great no marauders could penetrate them to reach the castle within. Not until this moment.

      Marin kept her arrow nocked and pointed toward the dark-haired man below. The blonde girl in his arms did not move. It was that last fact which made Marin's heart chill.

      “Open yer gates,” he shouted.

      The army around him was larger than the one remaining to defend the castle. Well over one hundred men. If the gates were opened, her forces would be easily overwhelmed.

      “Open yer gates, or I will kill yer sister.” The man leapt from his stocky reiver’s horse and dragged Catriona with him, her hair streaming in the summer wind like a banner of gold.

      As soon as his feet hit the ground, Catriona jumped to life, launching her elbow at his face. He jerked hard to the side from the impact but kept his hold on her.

      Marin lowered her bow and edged to the castle wall.

      “Don't give in to him, Marin—” Cat opened her mouth to say more, but the reiver snagged her around the waist and pulled her toward him. A knife flashed at his side and pressed to her neck.

      He sniffed hard, the way one often did when a blow to their face resulted in a bloody nose. “Open the gate or I will kill her.”

      Marin's heart plunged into her stomach.

      It was in moments like this that she wished Father was not in Berwick. As Warden to the West March on the English side, he would typically have been home. Yet as one of the king’s wealthiest earls, he was with their king. When she needed him most.

      She was glad Geordie was with him. It would cut the lad to the quick to see Cat in such a predicament.

      Sunlight glared down on her and did nothing to quell the bite in the air while she wrestled with her decision, with the life of her sister as well as the lives of all her people.

      “Marin, please.” Marin did not have to turn to see her sister’s face. She could read the horror and fear in Anice’s voice.

      “If we let them in, every man, woman and child will be at their mercy,” Marin said numbly.

      Anice and Cat were the only sisters Marin had permitted thus far on the battlements. Now though, Marin regretted having Anice to join her. And she especially regretted allowing Cat to go out and pick flowers that afternoon.

      Cat, who always saw the best in people, who always knew how to lighten any dark situation, whose bright smile was for everyone no matter how awful a person might be. A girl of only sixteen whose life had not yet had a chance to blossom. If it were Marin below instead, Cat would have nocked an arrow and killed the reiver in one shot.

      Marin did not possess such a skill. But she would cut out her own heart if it would save her sister.

      Only it was not her heart the reiver wanted.

      “My lady?” Sir Richard regarded her. As the knight with the most experience and Werrick’s Captain of the Guard, she often looked to him for advice. His kind brown eyes were bright with concern.

      Marin shook her head, unsure what to do, unsure what to say. Her soul was on fire with indecision. How could she choose between sacrificing her people, or seeing her sister murdered?

      “We can fight,” he said levelly.

      “Aye,” Anice agreed quickly. “Let us fight. I’ll get our swords. We can tell Ella to get her axe, and Leila to get her daggers. Please, Marin.”

      The reiver jerked Cat harder against him and pushed the blade closer. Cat did not make a sound, but Marin cried out as if she had been struck.

      God help her and her people, for she was not strong enough to endure this.

      “There are too many of them to fight,” she said weakly. “Let us keep this as peaceful as possible. Open the gates.”

      “Open the gates,” Sir Richard bellowed with such readiness, Marin knew he had been hoping to hear those very words.

      She didn't wait to see the reivers amass below on their anxious mounts. Nay, she ran down the stone stairs to the gatehouse with Anice close at her heels. If they came in with weapons raised, she could at least head them off, give the women and children an opportunity to flee.

      “My lady, please.” Sir Richard followed Marin down the stairs. “I do not trust them.”

      “This was my choice,” she replied, her decision made. “I will be the first to face the consequences. Take Anice back into the castle.”

      “My lady, your mother—” he broke off before digging deeper into a wound that had not healed in any of them these past eleven years.

      Anice’s mouth opened as if to protest.

      “I am not my mother,” Marin replied. “Take Anice into the castle.” She lifted her head and turned from him. Her steps were confident as she strode to the gatehouse. No doubt the reivers could smell fear. She would not give them the satisfaction.

      The heavy metal portcullis gave great groaning squeals and protests as it rose and revealed to her the force of an army. Still it was not enough to cover Anice’s pleas to remain.

      But Marin was not focusing on Anice. Not when Cat was locked against the man with a blade set to her neck, defeated, her face ruddy from silent tears. “Marin, please don't do this,” she said miserably.

      But it was already done.

      “Ye dinna have enough men to fight us, so dinna bother trying.” The reiver removed the blade from Cat’s throat and shoved her forward on stumbling legs. Marin caught her second youngest sister before the girl could fall. Cat clung to her, her slender body trembling.

      “Do you mean to attack us?” Marin pushed Cat behind her and regarded the reiver who had craftily forced his way past their fortifications.

      He was tall with deep set eyes of the most intense, dark brown she'd ever seen. His black hair fell in messy waves to his shoulders from beneath his steel helm and an unruly beard covered his entire jaw. A trail of blood showed beneath his sharp nose from where Cat had struck him.

      “Who are ye?” He sniffed hard again and wiped at the injury. Marin’s lip curled in disgust. The man was a beast. And so was the younger man, barely more than a lad, standing stoically next to him.

      “I am Lady Marin, eldest daughter of the Earl of Werrick.” Marin spoke with strength and authority. This man would not intimidate her. “We are mostly women and children here. We do not want to fight.”

      “Ye mean ye dinna want to die.” The dark eyes scanned up her body and came to rest on her face, assessing.

      She wasn’t wearing her chainmail and hated her own vulnerability. Her simple blue kirtle was of fine Italian brocade with bits of silver thread embroidered at the ends of her sleeves. It was a poor substitute for chainmail and a solid sword in her palm. She straightened as tall as she could and stared directly back at him.

      She could assess as well, and he had been found wanting.

      “Are ye the mistress of the castle?” he asked.

      “Aye,” Marin replied.

      “Cede the castle to me, or we attack.” He folded his arms over his chest while the whole of his army pressed at his back.

      Cede the castle? Marin nearly blanched. And yet…there were too many of them. Even if she gave the order for the portcullis to be closed, it wouldn’t be done in time to block out the storming reivers. Her own men would be not strong enough to defend Werrick Castle. It could not be like last time the castle had been taken, not like with the Grahams.

      “Nay, Marin,” Cat whimpered behind her. “Please.”

      Marin gritted her teeth. Better to give her castle without a fight than allow all of them to be killed. She squared her shoulders with determination. “I will cede my castle only on the condition that my people remain unharmed.”

      The reiver lifted his brows. “Ye’re negotiating with me?”

      “Aye.” Marin was in no position to do so, and they both knew it, but she refused to back down. “If you do not agree, we will be forced to attack.”

      He smirked. “Ye would lose.”

      “And many of your men would die.” Marin crossed her arms over her chest as well, mirroring his easy confidence.

      He gave a mirthless chuckle. “Verra well, my lady.” He bowed mockingly. “Cede yer castle and I give ye my word yer people willna be hurt.”

      The word of a reiver held as much honesty as a basket held water, but she had no choice.

      “Then I cede Werrick Castle to you.” She infused her capitulation with all the force of her bitterness.

      The cur grinned at her, a flash of brilliant white teeth beneath his dark beard.

      Cat sobbed, a gut-wrenching cry.

      Marin spun about to her younger sister. “Are you injured?”

      “You should have let them kill me,” Cat cried.

      Was there blood? An injury Marin could not see?

      She cupped her hands around her sister’s face, turning her this way and that. Aside from wide eyed terror and the moisture of shed tears, Cat appeared otherwise unharmed. Even the blade to her slender throat had not left so much as a mark. Thanks be to God for such a gift.

      “I could never let anyone kill you, Catriona. I love you too much.” Marin's voice caught.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Marin noted the dark-haired reiver’s approach.

      She released Cat and shifted to put herself between Cat and the fiend. In no way would Marin allow her sister to become this man’s victim once more.

      “I'll have supper for my men.” He gestured behind him. “And lodging for our horses.”

      “You wish me to treat you as though you are guests?” she asked incredulously. It was nearly an hour until supper. How could there possibly be time to accommodate so many men?

      “This is my castle.” He cocked his head arrogantly. “And yer people are unharmed.”

      Marin balled her hand into a fist within her skirt. “I will see to it.” She drew a deep breath to still her frantic pulse. “I wish to speak with you alone later, as well.”

      The reiver's gaze dipped to her body. “Aye?”

      Her cheeks flared with heat. “To discuss your intentions.”

      He made an agreeable humming sound and strode forward, toward the keep. A black cat trotted from the stables and wound his way around the man’s feet. Fitting. Bixby always did have an affinity for rats.

      Marin did not wish the little feline to be kicked by a man so brutal, and quickly stepped forward to shoo Bixby away. Before she could reach him, the reiver lifted the animal into his arms and scratched at the place Bixby liked best, right between his ears.

      Very well. She would leave the rat-lover to the rat.

      Marin put an arm around her sister’s shoulders to gently indicate they should follow. A splash of red on the skirt of Cat's pink cotehardie caught Marin's eye.

      “Is that blood?” Marin pulled at Cat’s gown, fanning it out to reveal the spot. “Are you hurt?”

      The reiver stopped and looked back at them.

      “It's Eversham's blood.” Cat's lower lip trembled, but she bit it and held back the tears swimming in her large blue eyes. “He came out with me to ensure I stayed safe.” She stared down at the blood on her skirt. “He's…he's…” She sucked in a hard breath and her body began to shake.

      Marin brushed Cat's hair from her pretty face. As often as she’d wished Cat's incessant chatter would cease, she realized now that was far preferable to seeing her younger sister rendered mute by fear and sorrow.

      “Marin, it was my fault,” Cat whimpered.

      “Aye, it was,” the reiver said.

      Marin shot him a dark look. “Don’t listen to him.”

      “Nay, it was my fault.” Cat shook her head miserably. “It was so lovely outside and I wanted to see if there were more of those yellow flowers Ella loves on the other side of the hill.” Cat turned her luminous gaze on Marin. “You said it was fine so long as I brought a soldier.”

      “Then it was yer fault.” The reiver looked to Marin. “Marin.” He said her name as though he were testing it out, and Marin didn't like it anymore than she liked the implication of wrong-doing on her part.

      “Lady Marin.” In truth, she did not remember allowing Catriona to go outside. She recalled dealing with the ledger of the accounts she’d gone over with the steward; then there had been the inventory of the larder.

      Ah, yes. There it was in her memory–Catriona spinning about the room with a little song and asking if she might pick flowers for Ella. Marin had half-heard the silly request and flippantly agreed so long as she took a soldier to attend her.

      In truth, she merely wanted Cat out of the room so she might finish the growing pile of work in peace, before one of their other three sisters came to ask for something.

      And now Eversham was dead and their impenetrable home breached.

      The reiver continued toward the castle, nonplussed, with Bixby contentedly curled in his arms.

      Marin gently rubbed Catriona's slender back. “There now, you needn't blame yourself. It is not your fault.”

      And it wasn't at all her fault. Nay, the danger hovering over them all, threatening violence and fear and death–it was entirely Marin’s fault.
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      Bran Davidson strode into the keep like he owned it. And he did, at least for now. He lowered the black cat to the ground where it continued to follow him, trotting at his feet.

      “Drake, see to the men,” he said to his most trusted reiver at his right. The young man had joined Bran three years back when he was barely a lad and had been invaluable ever since. He never questioned his tasks and was always willing to do anything to earn his keep, as he had a mother and several sisters back home that he supported.

      For the first time since Bran had known Drake, the young man paused. He regarded the figures of the sisters behind them, the older one with her arm around the younger, and a muscle clenched in his jaw. Drake didn’t like this any more than Bran did. But he knew what he’d agreed to. The same as Bran. And he too knew what was at stake.

      Finally, Drake gave an obliging nod and disappeared to follow orders.

      Bran gave his own final glance back at the ladies. Catriona who had bowed into her sister’s embrace, and the bonny Marin. And damn, but she was so bonny. Only a blind man would not have noticed her angelic beauty with her pale blonde hair and wide blue eyes. Even with the barely suppressed rage she afforded him, she was lovely.

      Guilt stabbed at him for having used the younger girl to gain entrance into the castle. But with the walls so damn high and well built, it had been his only option. He’d taken considerable care to ensure the girl wasn’t hurt.

      In truth, he wouldn’t have killed her, but Marin need not know. God, how he hated this whole damn thing. Kerr had better uphold his end of the bargain after this was done. One never knew with that crooked warden.

      Bran entered the keep and stopped short. He’d heard rumors of Werrick’s wealth from the Grahams, but he hadn’t believed it. After all, who could really afford tapestries sewn in silk to cover the walls, and thick carpet lining the cold stone floors, as well as so much furniture? Even the hallways were furnished and decorated.

      Apparently Werrick could. No doubt money scraped from those who barely had enough to give, extorted from those who were too poor to be anything but vulnerable.

      The scent of savory meat and herbs hung in the air. Bran’s mouth watered with hunger. How long since he’d last eaten a solid meal? Aye, a bit of cheese and bread here and there as he could afford, but a real meal–hot and running with juices that hadn’t congealed or gone rancid?

      Too bloody long.

      Maybe this task wouldn’t be as bad as he’d thought. After all, he’d been able to take the keep with only having caused one death.

      Only a few days observation of the castle had revealed no additional troops were returning to guard the high walls. It was left as theirs for the taking. No doubt Kerr had suspected as much when he’d sent Bran.

      A peasant woman leapt in surprise at his presence, and ran, slamming a door behind her. Another stab of guilt thrust into him. The people within the keep would be scared for only a short while, until they knew Bran meant no harm. At least until Kerr and his men arrived.

      Bran made his way deeper into the castle, each hall and room seeming more opulent and ostentatious than the last. A waste, the lot of it. The coin used could have fed an army for a lifetime. With some to spare.

      For the whole of his life, he had survived. Not lived, survived. Every damn day brought a new struggle to find food or shelter or both. It ground away at him until he could scarcely take another day of hunger or danger. Suddenly taking the castle held a note of vindication.

      He climbed the stairs to the second floor and wandered into a room luxuriously decorated with tapestries of unicorns and lions. The rich furniture was polished to a high shine and shelves filled with books. Paintings of animals and flowers and whorls covered the great wooden beams along the ceiling in a colorful array of blue and red and green and yellow.

      Sunlight poured in from a leaded window, each pane of glass carefully constructed in a circle, like the bottom of a bottle, and cast in iron. The light cast pure warmth against his hand where it touched him. He’d seen glass in a chapel once, several years back, but he had never seen it up close. He hadn’t realized castles now had glass windows.

      He stepped closer and was startled to discover a woman sitting on the cushioned bench under the glass window. She’d been so still, and he’d been so awed by the room, he hadn’t noticed.

      Her legs were curled toward her with a book resting on her knees. She had her fingers daintily propped on either side of the leather-bound cover and her blonde head leaned over the pages.

      The mother? Another sister?

      He cleared his throat. She held up a finger and did not bother to raise her head.

      “A moment,” she murmured.

      He waited. She turned the page and sighed to herself, a whimsical little hum of a sound. She slid a ribbon to the center of the book before closing it and lifted her brows with mild impatience. “Aye?”

      She was young, but not as young as the girl he'd held hostage only moments ago. Another sister, then.

      “I'm in charge of this castle now.” He stood with his feet planted wide.

      She tilted her head pensively. “I heard no battle.”

      “There was no battle.”

      “Then you must be quite clever or quite bold.” Her eyes narrowed slightly in obvious assessment. “I think bold.”

      The saucy chit. He opened his mouth to protest but was interrupted before he had the chance.

      “You should come to supper.”

      Bran turned toward the feminine voice and found yet another golden-haired sister. She was older than the one he currently spoke to, a woman more his age, and stunningly beautiful. Her hair was lighter and hung in glossy waves, her eyes larger, her lips fuller, her curves more apparent.

      She waved him toward her, the movement graceful and beguiling. There was not the steely exterior about her that Marin had possessed. This one might be a good lass for bed sport, if she was willing. It’d been longer than he liked since he’d had a woman in his bedroll.

      He drew off his helm and grinned at her. He knew his smile to be one of his finer attributes, not just for enlisting new reivers to his side, but also winning over ladies. His teeth were white and strong, and he still had them all.

      The new sister did not return his gesture. “You threatened to kill Catriona.” A hardness touched her almond-shaped eyes and she appeared more likely to run him through with a sword than allow him in her bed. A massive dog came from behind her, a beast so tall, its haunches came higher than her waist. It regarded him with glittering black eyes from a face of drooping brown fur.

      “He did what?” The other sister exclaimed from behind him.

      “I dinna hurt her.” He held up his hands. If he wanted her in his bed that night and didn’t want to end up that beast of a dog’s supper, he'd need to approach the topic with diplomacy.

      In truth, if Lady Marin hadn’t opened the portcullis when she did, the situation would have been a difficult one to navigate. He didn't hurt women or children. Ever.

      His men had all been warned off ever hurting them as well, upon punishment of death. And it was one he would readily mete out. He didn't care if he took the life of a man, especially one who preyed upon the weak.

      “You could have hurt her,” the younger sister said. She moved to his side. The curious interest in her eyes had frosted over with icy disdain.

      “Come now if you want food, or don’t and starve.” The older one departed with her dog, leaving only her swirling hem trailing behind her.

      Bran strode quickly to follow and found the younger sister at his side. “What are you called?” he asked.

      “A scholar.” She lifted her chin. “And you?”

      “A reiver.” If she wouldn't answer him with naught but a quip, he could do likewise.

      Ahead of him, the older sister and her giant beast led at a ridiculous pace, her leather shoes far quieter than the wooden patens of his. She did not slow, not until they reached the great hall where his men had settled in. Conversations buzzed around him, heavy with the baritone of his reivers. The inhabitants of the castle were easily detected by their soundlessness. As if those who had dared to attend supper might remain safe by remaining quiet.

      The ceiling of the great hall had similar paintings across the great wooden beams stretching out overhead. Unicorns and lions and flowers and graceful arcing whorls throughout. Had the sisters done them, or had they come at an exorbitant price as with everything in the castle?

      Servants laid out trenchers filled with steaming food on the tables. So much food. Root vegetables roasted and steaming, thick slabs of meat drenched in gravy, and loaves of crusty bread as big as his forearm.

      Never had he seen so much food in one place.

      The younger sister disappeared from his side and the dog trotted off toward a servant who waved the beast over. The one who had led him there swept past him, intending to leave as well. He caught her hand. It was soft, her fingers slender and dainty.

      She stopped and her lashes lowered as she regarded their joined hands. Her palm was warm, and she had a delicate floral scent about her. It was pleasant and he liked the thought of smelling her on his skin the next morning.

      “What is yer name?” He brushed her wrist with his thumb, a suggestive caress to imply so, so much more, and released his hold on her.

      Her eyes narrowed in a way that said Bran wouldn’t get her name, let alone her favors.

      Rejection.

      He’d expected nothing less. The wealthy always thought themselves so above everyone else.

      “May I show you to your table?” Marin stepped from the doorway and wedged herself in front of her sister.

      By comparison between the women, Marin held an authoritative demeanor and unquestioned confidence. A challenge. He decided then and there he liked her the best. Bran nodded for her to lead him to the table, and she did, skirting the edge of the great hall to the front. To the dais.

      He wouldn’t sit at the head of the great hall, like some overprivileged noble. “Nay. This is fine here.” He indicated the bench as she turned to face him.

      There was a strength about her, a fortitude which drew him. Everything about her indicated she would be supple and sweet, and yet her influence, her tone, all suggested she was nothing fragile.

      “Will ye join me?” he asked.

      Marin’s lips curled into a slow smile of obvious interest. “I was hoping we might dine together.”

      She stood nearly a head taller than any of her sisters, her stance proud. Candlelight sparkled off her glossy hair and something enticing glittered in her blue eyes.

      His gaze slipped to her full, kissable lips. No doubt they’d be supple beneath his mouth, sweet.

      “I know what men like you want.” Her own stare dipped in assessment of his body.

      He was sure of what she thought she knew. Mayhap of what she’d even seen living on the border. He frowned. “I dinna take women by force.”

      She stepped closer, bringing with her the clean scent of lavender. “What if she comes to you by choice?”

      Her face was flawless, lovely, most likely soaked each night in milk that could feed families instead. He should hate her for it, and yet he found all he wanted to do was stroke her to see if she would be as smooth as she looked, caressing such creamy skin, having her flush with passion…

      “Depends.” He cocked his head to the side. “Is that woman ye?”

      Marin's tongue darted between her pink lips, leaving them glistening. “Aye.”

      “I was hoping ye’d say that.” He winked and her cheeks went pink. Aye, he would have the bonny lass tonight, after a meal fit for a king, in a castle he’d taken with only one death.

      This was the best damn day of his life.
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      I realize the events in this book sound like a lot of back and forth fighting between the English and the Scottish, but, unfortunately, this was how life was. With the borders being so far from the kings of both countries, it was a wild area with very few laws. In an attempt for kings to maintain a modicum of control of these ‘wild border people’, March Wardens were enlisted. The English and Scottish both had three March Wardens: one for the east territory of their land, one for the west and another for the middle.

      Reivers came from both the English and Scottish borders, though both had members of the opposite country living among them. With the border in such a state of fluctuation with land being taken and stolen back, it was impossible to have a clear, permanent line drawn between the countries. Living on the border was dangerous, hard and predatory where one side stole from the other in an attempt to better their own life.

      The March Wardens were able to tame this wildness to a certain extent, but leadership was often corrupt, which did nothing to help matters. Complaints could be made to the opposing country’s March Warden and Truce Days were held to discuss punishment/recompense for offenses committed. These were some of the only times both sides were at relative peace, which only lasted for the single day.

      These were difficult times to live in and certainly fascinating to write about. I think it takes a certain kind of person to survive in a land like this, and makes for fascinating characters. It’s what inspired my Borderland Ladies and Borderland Rebels series. I hope you enjoy reading both series as much as I’ve enjoyed writing and researching them.
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